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PROLOGUE

 

The whole thing started—

Let me rephrase that: The entire thing started because of boredom and a middle-of-the-night phone call. It sure wasn’t because I needed the money. My bank account was pretty healthy at the time, as a matter of fact. I’d just finished a case that would keep me in groceries, rent, and fast food for months, and that was all I ever really needed.

But if there’s one thing I hate, it’s being bored.

I went into this business of private investigation after an incident that got me pensioned off the police department with one-third of my salary instead of a prison sentence, and I had to find something that would allow me to do the things I was good at. The same “rabbi” who saved me from being railroaded off the job and into prison got me my P.I.’s license, and that was four years ago. Since that time I’d taken a lot of cases in the name of boredom that I shouldn’t have, and you’d think I would have learned from that.

Not a chance.

When I get bored, I make the same mistakes all over again.

So the first connection I had with the entire affair was a middle-of-the-night phone call—which I hate almost as much as being bored.

I didn’t know how many times the goddamn phone had rung already when I knocked it off its perch and groped about the floor for it.

“Hum, yeah, wha—”

“This Delvecchio?” a man’s voice asked.

“Mmm hmm.”

“You the private eye?” he asked. I didn’t recognize his voice, but then in the middle of the night I probably wouldn’t recognize my own father’s voice.

“Is this an obscene phone call?”

“Forget the whole thing, pal.”

“Fine by me, pal.”

“No, I mean it, Delvecchio,” the guy said. “Forget the whole thing. Got it?”

He stretched out the two words when he said “whole thing,” like it really meant something.

“Look, pal,” I said, swinging my feet around to the floor, “you woke me up in the middle of the night to tell me to forget the whole thing? Shit, I’d rather get an obscene phone call. At least they make sense.”

“Delvecchio, you better wake up and listen to what I’m telling you. If you want to stay healthy, just forget the whole thing.”

“Hey,” I said amiably, “it’s forgotten—” but he had hung up with a loud click.

It was so dark that I couldn’t see the phone in my hand, but I knew it was there so I stared at it for a few seconds, then said, “Screw it,” left it off the hook, got back under the covers, and went back to sleep.
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I wasn’t really in my office the next day, but the same phone line in my one-room office also goes into the adjoining three-room apartment. Summer was knocking on the door, and I was caught trying to decide whether to be bored with the TV, a book, or going down the block to OTB, so I welcomed the interruption.

I answered on the second ring, so real was my dread of boredom.

“Delvecchio.”

“Are you the private detective?”

“I’m a private detective.”

The voice was a girl’s, and she didn’t sound real sure of herself, so I let my remarks end there and waited. It was up to her to decide if I was the private detective she wanted.

“I—I’d like to hire you, but I don’t want to come to your office.”

“Make a suggestion.”

“Can we meet somewhere?”

“Sure. Near you or near me?”

“I live in Bay Ridge, but I don’t want to meet there.”

“All right. Do you know where the Promenade is?”

“Sure.”

“When would you like to meet?”

“In an hour?”

“That’s fine with me. Can you tell me your name?”

“Jodi,” she said. “I’ll meet you in an hour.”

She hung up before we could arrange some way for one of us to recognize the other.

Well, at least I had boredom beat for a while.

 

 

The official name for it was the Esplanade, but everyone in Brooklyn called it the Promenade. I don’t know why, they—we—just do. It’s sort of a park without grass that hangs over the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway, and from it Brooklynites and tourists alike can stare out across the East River at the classic skyline of New York City. It was a nice mile walk from my office on Sackett Street.

Of course, it wouldn’t be complete without Jake and his hot dog stand.

That was where I saw Jodi Hayworth for the first time, standing by Jake’s stand with a handful of hot dog smothered in onions.

I walked over to where she was standing, a girl who was probably about nineteen or twenty with long, straight blonde hair, incredible blue cat’s eyes on a tomboy face, and an attitude and demeanor that said, “You can feel the cushions, buster, but you can’t sit down.” Coincidentally, she reminded me of another Jody—Jodie Foster, the way she looked in a movie called Carny. Tomboyish, but sexy as hell.

She was wearing jeans and a tank top, and she didn’t have an ounce of excess flesh on her. She had taut breasts, a nonexistent waist, and long, trim legs. On her feet were a pair of calf-high boots with heels that added a couple of inches to her height, which in bare feet I would have put at five-four.

I spotted her because it wasn’t noon yet, so the office workers were still at their desks and not having lunch on the Promenade. There was a couple standing at the rail, another sitting on a bench, an elderly woman walking a dog, and this girl. It was either the woman with the dog or the girl.

I opted for the girl.

“Jodi?”

“Are you Nick Delvecchio?” she asked, turning her attention from the hot dog to me.

“That’s me.”

I looked at the hot dog in her hand and saw that beneath the onions there was no mustard.

“I think I love you,” I said.

Her eyes widened and she said, “What?” as if she wasn’t sure she heard me right.

“The hot dog,” I said, pointing. “No mustard, right?”

“I hate mustard!” she said, with feeling. “I wouldn’t put it on my worst enemy.”

“I thought I was the only person in the world that felt that way,” I said. “This must be love.”

“Please,” she said, as if she suddenly thought I was running a line.

I don’t know. Maybe I was.

“Build me one, will you, Jake?”

“Onions, no mustard,” Jake said, shaking his head. “Yer both nuts.”

If anyone ever asked me what Brooklyn was, I’d tell them to go and talk to Jake. He was Brooklyn born and bred, ran his little hot dog stand nine months out of the year, and spent the other three months in his condo in Florida. He was built like a fire hydrant, his seamed face defying you to guess his age. His fingers were almost like sausages themselves, but they were deft as they plucked hot dogs from the water, laid them gently on the bun, and then built it to your specifications. Sometimes I’m almost tempted to order one with everything just to watch his hands fly around.

He handed me mine and I paid him for both.

“Let’s go over by the rail,” I said. I led the way to the rail, from which we could see the World Trade Center’s twin towers. We could hear the traffic whooshing by on the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway beneath us.

“Okay,” I said, “I’m Delvecchio, you’re Jodi. What can I do for you?”

“I’ve got a problem I’d like to talk to you about.”

“Well, sit down and talk, then.”

We sat on a bench, still facing the city. The breeze coming off the water was cool, and strong enough to whip her fine hair about her face. She was carrying a large shoulder bag, and she brought it around so that she could sit with it at her feet. Close up, her eyes were even more startling.

“Why don’t we start with your full name.”

“It’s Hayworth, Jodi Hayworth.”

“All right, Miss Hayworth. Why don’t you tell me what your problem is.”

“Uh, well, I want you to find something for me.” 

“Something that you lost,” I asked, “or something that was taken from you?”

“It’s something that’s missing—actually, it is something that was stolen…from my house.”

It was obvious that she didn’t have her story straight yet. Oh, she knew what her problem was, all right, but she just wasn’t sure how much she wanted to tell me.

I decided to let her go on for a while and see what developed.

“What is it?” I asked, taking a huge bite out of my hot dog.

She made a face and said, “It’s what my mother calls an ‘object of art,’ or something. It’s kind of, uh, round with a little, um, hole in the middle—well, actually it’s more of a big hole—really, it’s more like all hole—ah, shit,” she cursed shortly. “I kind of have my own name for the thing.”

“Which is?”

“I call it “The hole thing.’”

“The hole thing?” I asked, my late-night call coming back to me in a rush. He hadn’t said forget the whole thing, he’d said forget the hole thing!

Suddenly, I wasn’t bored at all anymore.
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“All right, Miss Hayworth,” I said, “where was this, ‘hole thing’ stolen from?”

“I told you, my home.”

“Oh, that’s right, you did tell me that,” I said, shaking my head. “Where do you live?”

“In Bay Ridge. I told you that on the phone.”

“With your parents?”

She made a little face before answering, “Yeah.”

“Was the house burglarized?”

“Huh? Oh, yeah, the house was robbed.”

“What was taken?”

“Oh, just the hole thing,” she answered with a shrug. She held her hands apart in an attempt to indicate the size of the item we were discussing. There was still a little less than half a hot dog in her right hand.

“Was it like a statue?”

“Yeah, it’s a round thing set on a base. It’s kind of a dull gray in color.” It was difficult for her to use her hands while holding the hot dog, so she stuffed what was left into her mouth, where it sat half in and half out. As she used her hands it appeared that the thing was about a foot or so high.

“And nothing else was taken?”

“No,” she said around the hot dog, then bit and chewed, holding the final small chunk in her hand.

She crossed her legs nervously, and I imagined I could see her leg muscles moving through the tight jeans.

“What did the police say?”

“I, uh, didn’t call the police,” she said, avoiding my eyes.

“What about your parents?”

“They’re…away,” she admitted, and the picture started to get a little clearer.

“Your parents are away, someone broke into the house and stole this ‘hole’ statue, and you didn’t call the police. Have I got that right?”

“That’s right.”

“And nothing else was stolen?”

“That’s right,” she said again, choosing that moment to examine the remainder of her hot dog.

I put my hands in my lap and regarded her tomboy face in profile for a few moments. I’ve always hated girls with small noses, but this one was all right.

It was too bad she was a liar.

Well, maybe “liar” was too harsh a word, but at the very least she was feeding me a line of bullshit I was finding hard to digest.

“Miss Hayworth, if you really want to hire me, you’re going to have to tell me the truth.”

“What—”

“Don’t give me that surprised look, young lady, and don’t try and con me with that little-girl face. I’ve been conned by experts.”

She lifted one comer of her mouth in the kind of gesture kids use when they realize they’re not going to get what they want.

“Come on, Jodi,” I said, taking a stab in the dark, “what’d you do, hock the thing?”

Her head jerked up, and she looked at me in obvious surprise.

“How did you—”

“It was just a guess, but I’m generally a good guesser,” I said. “Why don’t you tell me the truth, now?”

“That is the truth,” she said, toying with the strap on her tote bag. “I needed some money, so I hocked the thing.” 

“Where?”

“Pawnshop on Atlantic Avenue.”

“Go on.”

“Well, I told the guy I’d be back to claim the damned thing in a couple of days…” she said, trailing off sadly.

“And he sold it out from under you?”

“Yeah, the creep. Said he got too good an offer for it to turn it down.”

“How much is the thing worth, Jodi?”

She shrugged and said, “Shit, I don’t know.”

“How much did you get for it?”

“Two fifty.”

“Two hundred and fifty dollars?”

She nodded.

“Do you know what he got for it?”

She shrugged.

“Bastard wouldn’t tell me. He wouldn’t even tell me who he sold it to so I could try to buy it back.”

I decided not to ask her where she had gotten the money to try and buy it back. I figured she’d lie again.

“What’s going to happen when your parents get back and find it gone?”

She expelled her breath in a disgusted rush and said, “Diane’ll have a shit fit.”

“Diane?”

“My mother,” she said, distaste obvious in her tone.

“And your father?”

“Damn it,” she said, “none of this would have happened if—”

“If what?”

“If I didn’t need the money,” she said, but I had a feeling that hadn’t been what she was going to say before.

“When are your parents coming back?”

“That’s another problem. They weren’t supposed to be back until next month, but I got a telegram saying they’re coming back next week.”

“You’re really in a bind, huh?”

“What do you think?” She turned and looked at me, giving me the full benefit of those blue eyes. “Look, Mr. Delvecchio, couldn’t you please try and find it for me? I’ll buy it back from whoever bought it.”

“Do you have the money?”

“I do now—and I have enough to pay you, if that’s what you’re worried about,” she added. She leaned over to start rummaging about in her bag, but I stopped her.

“Don’t worry about my fee, okay?”

She looked up at me from her bent-over position and said, “Then you’ll help me?”

“Sure,” I said, thinking about boredom, a middle-of-the-night call, and a tomboy face with big cat’s eyes.

“Sure,” I said again, “why not?”

I found out later why not, but later is always too late.

 

 

I asked her where the hockshop was on Atlantic Avenue, and she said she didn’t remember the cross streets but she could drive me there. I told her I wanted to go back to my office first so she could sign a contract. She asked if that was necessary, and I said that it was with me. For my own reasons I try to keep my business as up-and-up as possible.

“Where’s your car?” I asked.

“Down the block.”

“Lead on.”

She took the lead and I admired the way her jeans clung to her firm behind. Her waist made me think of those TV commercials about not being able to pinch an inch. On the way out she tossed the rest of her hot dog into a trash barrel.

The car was a black sporty job with no top. Normally you’ve got to have a lot of balls to park a car like that in downtown Brooklyn, but she’d gotten away with it. There wasn’t so much as a cigarette lighter or hubcap missing.

After she’d signed one of my contracts for me, we walked down from the third floor where I lived and worked. I’d forgone a retainer for now, at least until I made sure I could do something for her.

The house where I lived and worked was a converted brownstone on Sackett Street, spitting distance from the Brooklyn Bridge if you’re a good spitter, and it stood four stories high. The neighborhood was pretty shitty and nothing like where Jodi lived in Bay Ridge, which, along with Canarsie and Marine Park, was one of the last havens of Brooklyn.

“I like it down here,” Jodi said as we walked down the front steps.

“You’re crazy.”

“Don’t you?”

“Sure, but I know I’m crazy.”

Also, it was good for my business, such as it was. Court Street wasn’t very far away, where most of the Brooklyn lawyers had their offices. All of the court buildings were nearby as well, on Adams, Livingston, Schermerhorn, and other streets. Both bridges to—or from—Manhattan were close by, and there were plenty of fast-food places on Fulton Street and in the Albee Mall. This area, Brooklyn Heights, is one of the busiest in all of Brooklyn. My office/apartment sits right on the boundary between the Heights and Red Hook.

Brooklyn has been bad-mouthed in a lot of places. “Only the dead know Brooklyn,” Thomas Wolfe said—but I live here, too, so don’t say it around me.

She went around to the driver’s side, and I hopped over the door on the passenger’s side.

“Why’d you hock it?” I asked after she’d gotten us rolling.

She removed a strand of her fine hair that had blown into her mouth and said, “I needed the money.”

“For what?”

“Is that important, or are you just nosy?”

“I guess I’m just nosy,” I admitted. “If it becomes important, I’ll ask you again.”

“Okay.”

“And you’ll answer.”

She hesitated, then said, “Okay,” with a short nod.

She made a couple of turns, and I was about to tell her that she was headed away from our destination when she said in an exasperated tone, “Where the hell is Atlantic Avenue?”

I laughed and directed her to the Flatbush Avenue Extension. We were traveling south, toward Grand Army Plaza, and I asked her, “Which side of the extension is it on?”

She thought a moment, then said, “I think we have to turn right.”

“Okay, we’ll try it,” I said. “If it’s not there, we’ll go the other way.”

She drove with confidence, but she wasn’t a good driver. She seemed to be the kind who felt the road belonged to her and everyone else better get out of the way.

As she approached the place where Flatbush, Atlantic, and Fourth Avenue all come together—a corner where you can get almost anything, from chicken to chicks to a Long Island Railroad train—I said, “Hang a right, Jodi.”

She did so, and I added, “Keep your eyes open.”

We were halfway between Flatbush and the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway when she cried out, “There it is,” and pointed across the street.

“Pull over.”

There were no available spots, so she pulled in by a hydrant, in front of a Syrian restaurant.

“There,” she said again, pointing.

I saw the place she meant. It was a dingy little hole-in-the-wall that I’d never noticed before, but then hockshops were not among my regular hangouts. There was a sign over the door that said “Antiques, bought and sold.”

“Jodi, is this thing valuable?” I asked. “I mean, would this guy know what he was getting?”

“I don’t know. He didn’t act like it was anything so great. It’s just this ugly little, uh, round—”

“Yeah, I know,” I interrupted her, “hole thing.”

“Right.”

“Okay, you wait for me here.”

“Can’t I come in?”

“I don’t want the guy to see you,” I said. “When were you in?”

“Uh, last week the first time, and then again a couple of days ago.”

“Did you give him a hard time the second time?”

“Oh yeah. I screamed at him, the creep.”

“Then let’s assume that he’d remember you.”

“Hell, yes.”

“Okay,” I said, hopping out of the car, “wait right here.” 

“Gonna threaten him?”

“I’m gonna con him,” I said, and crossed the street when there was a lull in the traffic.
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The hockshop stood on Atlantic Avenue, just off of Smith Street, situated between a laundromat and a junk store. In fact, most of the stores along Atlantic Avenue could be described as junk stores—but then one man’s junk is another man’s treasure, I guess.

Most of the stores on these blocks were either antique shops or restaurants, but no Burger Kings for Atlantic Avenue, no sir. There were Syrian restaurants, Greek restaurants, pizza places, one legit Italian restaurant, all of this in the ten-block expanse that ran from BQE to Flatbush Avenue. The surprising thing about this stretch is that there were very few bars. There were plenty of those a few blocks over, on Schermerhorn Street and Livingston Street.

When I opened the door to the place, I thought it was going to fall off its hinges, but it held. A small bell over the door announced my arrival.

The place had a thick, musty smell, and it was cluttered with all kinds of stuff hanging from the walls.

“Can I help you?” a voice asked.

I peered around and finally located the source of the voice. He was standing behind a wire-mesh screen. Shit, I thought, this place is right out of The Pawnbroker.

“Are you the proprietor?”

“Yes, I’m Mr. Wallach. Can I help you?”

Through the screen I could see a portly, gray-haired man of about fifty-five or so. His hands were dirty, and he had a couple of fingertip smudges on his broad forehead.

I took out one of my business cards and handed it to him beneath the mesh.

“A private detective?” he asked, reading the card. “What do you want to do, Mr. Private Eye, hock your gun?” he then asked, laughing.

“Gun?” I asked. “No, Mr. Wallach, you’ve got the wrong fella. I don’t carry a gun. They scare me.”

He looked disappointed and put my card down on the counter.

“What do you want, then?” He had a slight Jewish accent.

“I deal in art objects, Mr. Wallach,” I told him. “I’m hired to track down lost and missing ones, that is. A client of mine had one stolen a few weeks ago, and I’m given to understand that it was in your shop as recently as last week.”

“I don’t deal in stolen goods, mister!” he told me with forced indignation. “You got the wrong man.”

“Calm down, Mr. Wallach, calm down,” I said. “I’m not accusing you of anything, believe me. I’m sure that if the object I’m looking for was indeed in your shop, you came by it quite innocently.”

“You can bet I’m innocent,” he said, but I would never have taken him up on such a bet.

“I’m also sure you had no idea of the item’s true value.” 

His ears perked up and he craned his neck as he repeated, “True value? What do you mean, true value?”

“The piece I’m talking about is worth quite a lot of money, Mr. Wallach, which is why my client has authorized me to pay a ten percent finder’s fee to anyone who can help me locate it.” 

“Finder’s fee?” he asked. “Ten percent? What would that come to?”

“Well, if it’s genuine, I suppose ten percent would amount to, oh, five, maybe six thousand dollars. It could even be more.”

“Six thousand dollars?” he squeaked. “What kind of item could I have in my shop worth that much?” he asked, looking around at his goods.

“Well, I’ll describe the item to you, Mr. Wallach. It was about so high,” I said, moving my hands, “and it was round, with a big hole, and it was set on a base—”

“That thing?” he exclaimed, slapping both hands to his face. “That thing?”

“Then you have it.”

“Oh, my—I had such a thing only two days ago. It was brought here last week by a blonde girl—”

“A blonde girl, you say?” I asked. “With pretty blue eyes, a pointed nose…”

“That’s her. She brought it to me last week, and I bought it from her for two hundred and fifty dollars.”

“Two fifty!” I said, looking amazed. “That was quite a bargain, Mr. Wallach. Still, to give her that much, you must have had some idea of its worth.”

“I knew it was an art object, and I have some customers who are interested in such things.”

“Well, if you can show me where it is, I’m sure I could offer you a little more than ten percent—”

“Oy,” he said, covering his face with his hands, leaving more fingertip smudges.

“You do have it, don’t you?”

“I had it, I had it!” he cried into his hands.

“You sold it?” I asked, trying to sound disappointed.

He nodded.

“All right, Mr. Wallach, let’s not get excited about this. I’m sure we can work something out.”

“We could?” he asked, opening his hands and peeking out.

“Sure, Mr.—ah, what’s your first name?”

“Sid, Sid is my first name,” he said, eager to please.

“Well, all right, Sid. I’m sure you have a record of who you sold it to, don’t you?”

He stared at me for a moment, and then his face lit up.

“I have it, yes.” Suddenly, though, his face took on a shrewd, crafty look, and I knew the time had come. “I really couldn’t give it to you, however,” he said. “My records are confidential.”

“I realize that, Sid, I really do,” I said carefully, “and I would never ask you to compromise yourself, but I’m sure that if we can recover the item, I could get my client to go for more than ten percent. Perhaps even, uh, ten thousand dollars?”

It was a ridiculous figure, but his greed overcame his common sense.

“Ten thousand?”

“That is, unless you can afford to buy the item back yourself. I’m sure the person who bought it knows what they have.” 

His face fell, and he said, “I—I couldn’t afford to buy it back—”

“Ten thousand is still a nice profit from a two-hundred-and-fifty-dollar layout.”

“Wait,” he told me, holding his hands out, “wait, wait, don’t go away.”

He disappeared into a back room, and I could hear him rummaging around, talking to himself. Finally he returned with a small, orange card in his hand.

“I have it!” he cried triumphantly. “I have it!”

“Excellent,” I said. “Could I see it, please?”

“Of course, of course,” he said, pushing it at me from beneath the mesh.

It was neatly typed on a typewriter that was missing a “v” and about to lose a “u,” but it was legible.

“Can I take this, Sid?”

“Take it, take it. It has my name and phone number on the back.”

“Indeed it does.” I tucked the card away in my pocket and said, “Well, Sid, this may be it. I’ll check this out, and if we recover the item, you will be quite a few dollars richer.” When I left, the old man looked decidedly hopeful.

 

 

“Did you get it?”

“I got it,” I said, showing her the orange card.

She screamed and threw her arms around me, saying, “You’re wonderful.”

My mouth was pressed against her bare shoulder and her breasts were pressed against my chest as she showed her appreciation. The flesh of her shoulder was smooth and slightly damp from perspiration, and her hair had that fragrance that only blonde hair does. I started to respond the way a man normally will when a vibrant, healthy young girl throws herself into his lap.

And she noticed.

“Thank you, Nick,” she said, staring into my face with her arms around my neck. For a moment her mouth was invitingly close, but before I could decide to take advantage, she was back on her side of the car, behind the wheel.

“Just to show you how much I appreciate this,” she said, “I’m going to take you to an early dinner.”

“And pay my fee, I hope.”

She laughed and said, “That, too.”

I checked my watch and it was getting kind of late in the day.

“I guess we can check this address out tomorrow.”

“Sure,” she agreed. “Getting it was the important part, and I sure hired the right man for that job.”

I directed her to a little restaurant I liked on Pacific Street, where it wouldn’t matter how we were dressed. We drove there and celebrated over some good Italian food and a couple of bottles of red wine, and by the time I knew it we were in my apartment and my hands were roaming around beneath her tank top…

 

 

The next thing I knew it was morning and I was staring at the ceiling above my bed. I didn’t have a hangover exactly, but there was a buzzing in my ears, and my tongue had somehow turned into Velcro. My arms were spread straight out to the side so that it didn’t take a genius to figure out that I was alone in bed. Jodi was gone who knew how long.

After about ten years I got myself up into a seated position with my feet on the floor. My clothes were strewn about the floor, and there was a dead soldier lying against one wall. I tried to remember how many such bottles we had emptied, but all I could remember was that I seemed to be doing most of the drinking.

That’s right, I thought, I did most of the drinking, and who was it kept filling my glass?

No, I thought, don’t tell me. She couldn’t have been that kind of girl…

I staggered out of bed and retrieved my pants from the floor. My wallet was still in my pocket, and I quickly went through it with a feeling of dread that proved unwarranted. I felt like a heel when I discovered that my cash was still there.

I rubbed my eyes and dropped my arms to my sides, mentally apologizing to Jodi. Maybe a shower would bring me back to life.

I started picking up my clothes, and when I reached my jacket, I remembered that all-important orange card, the reason for the previous night’s celebration.

I reached into my jacket pocket and didn’t find it. I checked another pocket with the same results. I searched all my pockets and then checked them again and still came up empty. I went through my apartment, my office, and my wallet.

The card was gone, with Jodi.

I didn’t see her again for two weeks.
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The cops found me in the comer laundromat.

Mrs. Goldstein was regaling me with the latest neighborhood gossip when they walked in. They were both in plain clothes, but everything about them said “cop.”

Mrs. Goldstein is sort of the neighborhood snoop, for want of a better word. She’s a lovable Jewish widow who, since the death of her beloved Abe five years earlier, had sort of taken all of us under her wing. She kept track of the comings and goings in the area, dispensed kindly, well-meant, frequently useless advice, and was always trying to fix me up with one of her nieces.

She’s a nice lady, and I like her.

The laundromat doubled as the neighborhood social club. When you’re a bachelor and you do your own laundry, you tend to keep meeting the same people around the washers and driers. There was Mr. Quinn, the Greek grocer whose wife never did laundry; there was “Mad Dog” Bolinsky, a huge sanitation worker who lived alone and didn’t really like anyone but cats and kids; and there was my neighbor across the hall, the lovely and talented Kit Karson. Well, actually her name was Samantha Karson, but she wrote romance novels under the name Kit. When I asked why she would change her name from something as pretty as Samantha to something as terse as Kit, she said she was saving her real name for her important work. Sam thought that as a private eye, I would sooner or later be the source for that work.

Anyway, I was taking my shorts out of the dryer, listening to Mrs. Goldstein tell me about Mrs. Munchik’s boy, the one who couldn’t keep a job because of his drinking and womanizing, when the cops walked in and spotted me. Even if they hadn’t had “cop” written all over them, I’d have known them for what they were, because I knew one of them by sight. His name was Detective Matucci, and we had managed to go through the academy together without a civil word passing between us. “All right, scumbag,” he said, approaching me, “let’s go.” 

“What kind of way is that for a young man to talk?” Mrs. Goldstein asked him immediately.

“Who’s this,” Matucci asked, “your mother?”

“God forbid I was your mother, young man,” Mrs. Goldstein replied before I could, “I’d teach you how to talk to decent people.”

“Oh, he’s got an excuse, Mrs. Goldstein,” I explained. “You see, this man is a policeman. He’s allowed to talk to people like that, aren’t you, Vito?”

“Aye,” Matucci said to me, waggling the forefinger of his right hand in my face, “you don’t call me by my first name, shitface.”

“This is a policeman?” Mrs. Goldstein asked, incredulously.

“That he is, Mrs. Goldstein. One of New York’s finest.” I would have said “one of New York’s finest assholes,” but I didn’t want to redirect Mrs. Goldstein’s ire at that moment. I was enjoying seeing it aimed at Vito Matucci.

Matucci was short for a cop, to his everlasting shame. His father and uncles and brothers were all officers, and all six-footers, while “Little Vito” was barely five-seven. He tried to make up for it with a hard nose and a big mouth, and if his size had been all he had to overcome, he might have made it. Unfortunately for Vito, he was a complete asshole, no matter how you looked at him.

“Who’s your friend?” I asked.

“Detective Weinstock,” the man said, which immediately put him high on Mrs. Goldstein’s list.

“Do you know Moshe Weinstock, from Canarsie?” she asked him.

“I’m sorry, ma’am, no, I don’t.”

“Polite,” she said, smiling triumphantly at Matucci. “You could learn something from your friend.”

“They’re not friends,” I corrected her, “they’re partners,” and from the look on Weinstock’s face I could see I’d hit the nail right on the head.

When you’re a complete asshole like Matucci, it’s hard to hide it from anyone, least of all your partner.

“Could you come with us please, Mr. Delvecchio?” Weinstock said. “Our boss would like to talk to you.”

“How’d you know where to find me?”

“The bitch across the hall told us where you were,” Matucci said, further shocking poor Mrs. Goldstein.

I’d have to remember to thank Sam. I’d tell her what Matucci called her. She’d find it interesting.

“Where you boys working out of these days?”

“You don’t have to tell him nothing,” Matucci said, balling his hands up into fists. I knew he wouldn’t swing at me, because the last time he did, I broke his nose for him. “Let’s go, Delvecchio.”

“Let me get finished with my shorts,” I said, transferring the pair in my right hand to my left and reaching into the dryer for the rest.

“Forget about your shorts,” Matucci said. “We’re leaving—now!”

“Right now?”

“Now.”

“Have it your way.”

As we headed for the door, Mrs. Goldstein called out, “I’ll take care of your laundry, Nicky.”

She would, too—all except for the pair of shorts I’d stuffed into my back pocket.

 

 

I was grateful for the fact that Matucci drove to the Seventy-eighth Precinct, on Bergen Street. The few times we had ridden in a radio car together, I had discovered that he was such a notoriously poor driver that he couldn’t operate the car and talk at the same time. I don’t know what Weinstock’s excuse was, but he didn’t speak either.

When we pulled up in front of the precinct and Matucci had turned off the motor, he turned on his mouth again.

“Okay, skell, out.”

“Skell” was a word you learned when you joined the police department. I don’t know exactly who coined it, but it generally meant that muck you find “at the bottom of the barrel.”

“You still have a way with words, Vito.”

“Look, mother—”

“Let’s go upstairs, Matucci,” Weinstock suggested. “The sooner we turn him over to the boss, the sooner we can be rid of him.”

“You’ve got a point there, Weinstock,” Matucci said. “Let’s go.”

They took me upstairs to the second floor where the squad room was located. The walls of the run-down building were a kind of sickly lime green, complemented by peeling paint and cracks in the wall. In other words, it hadn’t changed since I had been a patrolman there.

“Sit down,” Weinstock said. “I’ll tell the lieutenant you’re here.”

“Thanks.”

Matucci scowled and walked away while Weinstock went into the lieutenant’s office. I wondered who was in charge of the squad these days.

“Mr. Delvecchio,” Weinstock called. He was waving me over, standing half in and half out of the lieutenant’s office.

I got up and walked to the office, with Matucci suddenly behind me. Weinstock stood aside to allow me to enter and Matucci pushed his way between us. Weinstock gave the back of his partner’s head an annoyed look.

“This is Lieutenant Wager,” Weinstock said, but there was no introduction necessary. Wager and I knew each other.

He was a big, beefy man with red cheeks, and during his years as a desk officer he had been notorious for sending radio cars to restaurants to pick up his complimentary meals—sometimes three or four a tour. From his girth, he looked as if he still did.

I had heard a story once when I first came on the job from an old-timer who had gotten tired of being Wager’s gopher. Seems that when he and his partner were sent for coffee, he’d stopped the radio car by an alley, gotten out, pissed in the coffee, and then delivered it to Wager. He didn’t know if Wager had drunk it, but that had been the last time he and his partner had made a coffee run for the lieutenant.

“Lieutenant Wager,” I said. Although he was in a new position of authority, I was oddly gratified to find that he had not risen in rank.

“Delvecchio and I know each other, Weinstock,” Wager said. “You can go and close the door on your way out.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Sit down, Delvecchio.”

I turned to pull a chair over, and Wager suddenly said, “What the hell is that?”

Weinstock and Matucci stopped short, and I turned to look at Wager.

“That,” Wager said, pointing behind me.

I reached behind me and pulled the shorts from my pocket. Most of my shorts are solid color, but these had been a gift from an old girlfriend at Valentine’s Day, white with red hearts with an arrow through them.

“These are my shorts.”

“What the hell are they doing here?”

“When your torrid twosome came for me, I was at the laundromat doing my laundry. They wouldn’t let me finish.”

Wager threw Matucci a dirty look, as if he knew the asshole was to blame.

“Look, he’s just—”

“Shut up and get out, Matucci!”

Matucci’s face suffused with blood. He threw me a murderous glare, and then slunk from the room. Weinstock followed, and shut the door behind him.

“Get those things out of sight and sit down!” Wager snapped at me.

I balled them up and tucked them deeper in my back pocket, where they made an uncomfortable bulge.

“You know,” I said, taking a seat, “if you wanted to talk over old times, you didn’t have to send two of your best to get me. An engraved invitation would have done.”

“Shut up,” Wager said. “I didn’t have you brought here to listen to your lip. I had enough of that when you were a cop here.” 

“Sure, Lieutenant.”

“You know a man named Sid Wallach?”

“Never heard of him.”

“That’s funny,” Wager said. “This was found in his pocket last night.”

He held something out to me, and I recognized it as one of my business cards.

“So? I give those things out all the time. I have no control over who ends up with them.”

“I see.”

“Who was this guy, anyway?” I asked. “Somebody you threw into a drunk tank?”

“No,” Wager said, tossing the card on his desk. “Sid Wallach owned a pawnshop on Atlantic Avenue.”

“A pawnshop?”

“Does that ring a bell?”

“Actually, it does,” I said, thinking of Jodi Hayworth for the first time in a week.

“Care to tell me what?” Wager asked, lacing his fat fingers on the desk top.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Care to tell me why you’re asking?”

“Mr. Sid Wallach was found in his shop last night,” Wager said, watching my face carefully.

“Found?”

“Dead.”

“Dead?” I repeated.

“And tortured—and he had your business card in his pocket,” Wager reminded me. He crossed his pudgy arms across his chest and announced imperiously, “I’m waiting for an explanation.”

 

 

 


 

5

 

Wager’s problem had always been that he expected people to bow to his rank. He never realized that people respect a man, not a rank. Now, sitting with his arms folded, he seemed to think I would fall apart because he was confronting me with a business card.

Well, I didn’t, but I think I surprised the shit out of him.

I cooperated.

I run my business by the book as much as I can—which was why I had Jodi Hayworth sign a contract—and it was men like Wager who were the reason. He would have liked nothing better than to have me hold out on him so he could pull my license.

I didn’t give him the chance.

I told him exactly what I had been hired to do a week ago by Jodi Hayworth, and I ran it down for him by the numbers, holding nothing back. There was nothing that it would have done me any good to hold back, so I didn’t mind opening up for him.

“Is that everything?” he asked when I stopped talking.

“That’s all I’ve got, Wager,” I said, and he looked downright disappointed.

“You never went back to that hockshop after that?”

“For what reason?”

“And you never saw the girl again?”

“I never even got paid, Wager.”

That seemed to cheer him up some, so I didn’t bother telling him that I had settled for another form of compensation.

“If you’ve been straight with me, Delvecchio, you’ve got nothing to worry about, but if I find out that you held out—”

“I like my license, Lieutenant,” I said, cutting him off. “I’m not holding out.”

“I’m sure you like your license,” Wager said, “considering how you got it.”

I let the remark go, because he was trying to get my goat. “Can I go now?”

“Be my guest. Don’t think I want to see you any longer than I have to.”

“I enjoyed it, too, Lieutenant,” I said, standing up. “What are the chances of getting a ride home?”

“What do you think?” he replied, scowling.

“That’s okay, I’ll get one downstairs.”

As I left his office, he was reaching for the phone. I knew he was going to call downstairs to the big front desk—what a friend of mine used to call the B.F.D.—and let them know that nobody was to give me a ride home. Actually, I could have just walked home, but it would do my heart good to get a ride from one of the radio cars.

I went downstairs to see if I had any friends left in the precinct where I had once worked.

 

 

I had been a cop in the seven-eight for three years when an incident occurred which changed my outlook on life—and, eventually, my career.

Up to that point I had been a pretty easygoing guy, but I tried to break up a fight one day and suddenly found myself on the receiving end of a beating from both parties. It had been a fairly severe pounding, since they had gotten ahold of my nightstick and used it on me. It could have been worse, they told me in the hospital. They could have gotten my gun.

Four months later I was back on the job with a new outlook. Never again would I take a beating like that from anyone, no matter what the situation. They told us in the academy that force was to be met by equal force and never by more than equal force. In other words, you couldn’t use your gun unless the perp had a gun.

Bullshit.

From that point on in my life I used as much force as I needed to use to keep myself in one piece. Never again would I lie in a hospital bed wondering if I’d ever walk or scratch my nose—or fuck—again.

Over the next two years I went before three Internal Affairs Review Boards for excessive violence, and was threatened with three more. I couldn’t help it. As soon as I felt I was in danger, I lashed out. I took a couple of suspensions from I.A.D. rulings, but nothing real heavy—until that last time.

I overreacted in that last situation, and I hurt the guy pretty severely. Not as badly as I had been hurt, but he went to the hospital. When they called me onto the carpet, they told me I had really fucked up this time. The kid’s father was a politician—an upwardly mobile politician—and he wanted my balls.

My only ace was that the kid—who was eighteen, six-three, two hundred pounds—was breaking the law at the time the incident occurred. In fact, he was robbing an old woman and was armed with homemade blackjack. When he turned on me with it, I could have shot him, but I used my nightstick instead. I broke his arm and opened his head for him, and that was that.

Until I.A.D. reared its ugly head with the news that his politician father wanted my ass—and they were going to give it to him.

Or so they thought.

You see, after they gave him my hide, they were going to let him take his “little boy” home—only I wasn’t ready to go along with that. I threatened to break the story to the papers, so a compromise had to be made.

I came out of it with a one-third disability pension and a P. I. license.

The politician came out of it with his little boy.

It was now four years later, and I still had my pension and an office on Sackett Street.

All the politician had was a grave, because his son was shot dead six months later by a cop during an attempted armed robbery.

First chance they got, they’d yank my ticket, only I’d never give them the chance. Not even if my business card was found in a dead man’s pocket.

 

 

“Hey, Nicky D.!”

I turned and saw Police Officer Neal Citrola bearing down on me. Neal and I had come on the job together.

“Hi, Neal.”

“How are you doing, boy?” Neal asked, slapping me on the back.

“Fine, Neal, fine. You coming or going?”

“Just coming on, man. Why?”

“I need a ride.”

“Where?”

“Home.”

“No sweat. I’ll get my unit and take you, right after roll call.”

“Uh, I should tell you that Wager called down…”

“You talked to Wager? That asshole!”

“Yeah. I’m sure he called down and left word that I wasn’t to be given a ride.”

“Well shit, I’ll just grab an extra unit and take you right now.”

“I don’t want to get you into trouble, Neal.”

“No trouble, Nicky. I’ll just tell the desk sergeant that I’m picking up a sandwich for Wager and I need a car.”

“If Wager finds out, he’ll have a shit fit.”

“Fine with me. I need a complaint this month to fill my quota. Come on, your limo awaits.”

“Thanks, Neal.”

 

 

During the ride we talked about old times and new times, and I found out that there were still ten or twelve guys in the seven-eight who were there when I left, four years before.

“I’m trying to get out myself. I just keep applying for a transfer. Sooner or later I’ll get it.”

When he dropped me in front of my building, I wished him luck with his transfer and thanked him for the ride.

“Nicky D.,” he said, gave me a little salute, and drove off. Most of the people I knew from my old neighborhood still called me Nicky D., and a few of the guys I went through the academy with, like Neal. My father and sister just called me Nicky, while my brother called me Nick. I called him “Father Vinnie.” My brother the priest was the pride and joy of my family. Needless to say, I was sort of a black sheep.

When I got upstairs, the phone was ringing. I ran for it, even though I knew that nine times out of ten I picked it up on the last ring and got pissed because there was nobody there. This was the tenth time.

“Nicky.”

It was my sister, Maria.

“Hi, sugar.”

“How’s my big brother?”

“I’m fine.”

“Keeping your trench coat clean?”

“All three of them, and my holster is well oiled.”

It was an old routine. My sister was actually thrilled that I was a P. I. She was addicted to old movies.

“Nicky, I called to tell you…”

“What, Sis?”

“I’m…going away for a while.”

“Going away? Where. For how long?”

“I—a week, I guess. I’m taking a plane today.”

“To where?”

“I don’t know. I’ve always wanted to see Greece…”

“Is he going with you?”

“He” was her husband, Peter Geller, who none of us liked for our own reasons. My old man, Vito, hated him because he wasn’t Italian. Father Vinnie didn’t like him because he wasn’t Catholic. I didn’t care for him because he was an asshole. I usually referred to him as “Numbnuts,” but not so’s my sister could hear.

“No, Peter is not coming…” she said, and her voice caught in her throat.

“Sis, what’s wrong?”

“I just have to go away for a while, Nicky, and I wanted to let you know.”

“Let’s talk—”

“Not this time, Nicky,” she said. “This time I have to handle it myself and not go running to my big brother.” 

“Maria—”

“I’ll call you.”

“Maria!” I said, but she’d hung up. “Damn it!”

She was a big girl, my sister, all of twenty-four, eight years younger than me and ten years younger than Father Vinnie. She was my father’s baby, I was sure he’d know something—I just wasn’t sure he’d tell me.
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I dialed my father’s number, and he answered on the second ring.

“Pop, it’s Nick.”

“Nicky, my boy, whatayousay?”

“Pop, what’s going on with Maria? I just got a strange call from her.”

“That somonabitch!” my father said. When he got his Sicilian up, his Italian accent became thicker and harder for him to handle.

“Are we talking about Peter, Pop?”

He said something in Italian.

“Pop, you know I can’t understand you when you do that.”

Father Vinnie spoke Italian, but I was never able to get the hang of it beyond a few choice curse words.

“Your sister, she’s-a not happy, Nicky. She’s-a goin’ away to think.”

“About what?”

“Her marriage.”

“She’s only been married a year. What’s the matter with her marriage?”

“Who knows?”

“Maybe I should talk to Numbn—uh, Peter—”

“I already talked to him,” he said, and I could sense my father trying to calm himself down. He stopped talking like Mamma Leone. “He says he can’t make her happy for some reason.”

“You knew she was going?”

“She told me yesterday.”

“Did she talk to Father Vinnie?”

“You know your brother and sister can’t talk, Nicky. They yell.”

“Well, shit, Pop, we can’t just let her go.”

“She’s a big girl, Nicky,” my father said. “She said she wants to handle this herself.”

“What airline?”

“She didn’t tell me.”

I would never call my father a liar to his face—but then we were on the phone, weren’t we?

“Come on, Pop—”

“She made me promise, Nicky.”

“Pop—”

“She’ll be all right, Nicky. Listen to your father.”

I closed my eyes and said, “Okay, Pop.”

“So, when you comin’ out to have dinner with your old man?”

“Out” was Bensonhurst, where my father still lived. The old neighborhood. My father had lived there ever since he had come to this country from Italy forty years ago and started working on the Brooklyn docks. He’d retired two years ago and now spent his time going to ball games, the race track, and bitching that his kids never came to see him. Hell, he was never home!

“Soon, Pop, soon.”

“You get hit onna head lately?”

“No, Pop.”

“I don’t know why you wanna work on a job where you get hit onna head a lot.”

“Pop, you been watching Rockford Files reruns again. I’ll call you when I’m coming out, maybe later this week.”

“Sure, sure, Nicky,” he said, “I hold my breath. See ya.” 

“See ya, Pop.”

As I hung up, there was a knock on the door. I must have had a puzzled look on my face because as soon as I opened it, Samantha Karson asked, “What’s the matter with you?”

The building was set up so that there were two apartments on each floor, and Sam was my neighbor from the other side of the hall.

Sam’s an extremely pretty cornflower blonde with very light eyebrows and eyelids—sort of like Sissy Spacek—and the most startling blue eyes I’ve ever seen.

To date she’d published three novels and about a half a dozen short stories in the romance field, but she always felt that my occupation might be fodder for that something else, so we talked a lot. We were good friends, had shared a lot of meals and pleasant times but not much else—and I’d be hard put to say why not.

“Why?” I asked in reply to her question.

“You look bemused.”

“‘Bemused,’” I repeated. “That’s a writer’s word, isn’t it? One that you use when you don’t want to say ‘puzzled’ or ‘confused’?”

“They’re not all exactly the same. Which are you?”

“All three,” I said, backing away from the door. “Come on in.”

She was wearing a yellow T-shirt which said “Romantic Times” on it, whatever that was or meant. It was tight and tucked into tight jeans and showed off her full breasts very nicely. She was barefoot, which meant she’d come from her apartment and not from outside. I thought briefly of Jodi Hayworth and her tank top. Sam didn’t wear tank tops, but my guess was that if she did, she’d stop a lot of traffic.

“What has you in this mood?” she asked.

“I just got off the phone with my sister, and then my father.” 

“That sweet old man,” she said, smiling fondly. Sam and my dad had met on more than one occasion, and they were impressed with each other.

“That sweet old man,” I said, “would gladly jump your bones, given half a chance.”

“I know,” she said, still smiling. “That sweet old man. What did he do to confuse you?”

“He and my sister both. She’s flying off somewhere, and he won’t tell me when or where.”

“She didn’t say where?”

“She said something about Greece, but who knows?” 

“Your Pop, from what you say. Why wouldn’t he tell you, though?”

“Because Maria asked him not to.”

“And why would she do that?”

“She said something about wanting to solve her own problems without running to her big brother.”

“Well, that’s good. From what I know of your sister, it’s time she tried that.”

Sam had met Maria only once, when we’d gone to my dad’s for Thanksgiving. She had met Peter, too, and also thought he was an asshole.

“I don’t like it,” I said, frowning.

“She’s a big girl, Nick. Why don’t you concentrate on your business instead of your sister’s?”

“I don’t have any business right now.”

“Nick?”

“Yeah?”

Frowning, she tugged my shorts out of my pocket and held them up like a flag of truce.

“Why is your underwear in your back pocket?”

“Uh, there’s a story behind that.”

“So, tell it to me? It’ll help you stop worrying about your sister.”

I took my shorts out of her hand, and said, “You’re just trying to pump me again.”

“Well, I came over to invite you to dinner, on me,” she said, folding her arms over her breasts. “Isn’t that worth being pumped?”

“I don’t know. What are we eating?”

“Chinese,” she said, and then, “Szechuan. I’ve got it in my apartment, along with the rest of your laundry. Mrs. Goldstein left it off.”

“That sweet old lady.”

She grinned and said, “That sweet old lady would jump your bones if she had half a chance.”

“Now, now…”

“Maybe we should introduce her to your father, and they could jump each other’s bones?”

“Come on,” I said, dropping my shorts back on the couch and grabbing her arm, “I don’t like cold Chinese food.”

“Will you tell me the story?”

“Does my Chinese food depend on it?”

She nodded and added, “And your underwear.”

“Well, in that case,” I said, moving her toward the door, “once upon a time there was this hole thing…”

 

 

“Wasn’t it kind of dumb to leave him your card?” Sam asked.

We’d finished our Chinese food just about the time I finished my story, and were now working on a pot of coffee. Sam didn’t cook, but she had mastered what she called “the art of Mr. Coffee.”

“I didn’t have any phony ones with me.” The excuse sounded lame even to my ears. It was dumb to leave the man my real card, but who knew he was going to get killed? 

“Well, what do you intend to do now?”

“About what?”

“About the man who got killed.”

“Nothing.”

“What do you mean, nothing? Aren’t you going to try and find out who killed him?”

“What for? It’s none of my business.”

Her mouth opened once without any sound coming out, and then she tried again.

“Nick, aren’t you a suspect?”

“Not really, Sam. Wager knows me well enough to know I wouldn’t murder a man after presenting him with my card. Besides, nobody’s paying me to find out who killed the old man.” 

She poured herself another cup of coffee and then said, “This would never work in a book.”

“Why not?”

“Fictional private eyes have a code of ethics. They work on cases whether they’re being paid or not.”

“Why?”

“Why?” she repeated. “Uh, because that’s what they do, that’s why.”

“That’s because fictional private eyes don’t have to eat.”

We’d eaten off her living-room coffee table, sitting on the floor, and my knees cracked as I stood.

“Jesus…” I said, straightening up. “Thanks for dinner, Sam.”

“Where are you going now?”

“Not out, if that’s what you mean. I’m going into my apartment and put my feet up. I had a good week, but I don’t have any cases right now—and I don’t need one.”

“But here you’ve got a murder to solve—”

“The police have a murder to solve, Sam,” I said, correcting her, “and they wouldn’t like me sticking my nose where it doesn’t belong.”

She walked me to the door, brooding.

“I’m sorry to disappoint you, Sam,” I said as I opened the door. “Philip Marlowe I ain’t.”

“That’s okay,” she said. “You’ve got one thing over old Phil.”

“What’s that?”

“You’re alive.” She stretched up and kissed me on the cheek. When she did that her left breast pressed firmly against my arm, making me wonder again why I always ended up going back to my own place. “G’night, Nick.”

“’Night, Sammy.”

She swatted me on the shoulder as I went out the door. She hates it when I call her Sammy.

That is, she says she does.

 

 

Five days passed and I didn’t hear from the cops again. I kept an eye on the papers to see if they’d solved the Hockshop Murder—which was what the newspapers were calling it—but there was nothing.

As for my own business, I picked up one case that took me two days of surveillance to solve. My business brought in enough for a single guy to live on, and since I had no intentions of getting married in the near—or not so near—future, I was satisfied with working one case that week. In fact, four such cases—involving two days of work—at two hundred a day plus expenses—and cheap at the price—were enough to pay my rent and bills and leave some left over to eat and play an occasional exacta at OTB.

 

 

Six days after my sister had left town I was sitting in my office going over a Racing Form. I still didn’t know exactly why she had left or where she had gone, but then I hadn’t yet gotten a chance to go out and see my dad. When the phone rang I would never have guessed what news it was bringing me.

“Delvecchio.”

“Nick—”

“Father Vinnie, hey!” It only took one word for me to know my brother’s voice, especially when that one word was my name. “Whataya say?”

“Nick…” he said again, and this time one word was enough for me to tell that something was wrong.

“What’s wrong, Vinnie?” I asked. “Is it Pop?”

“No, it’s not Pop,” he said. “Nick, it’s Maria.”

“Maria? What’s the matter with Maria?”

“Nick…”

“God damn it, Vinnie!” I said, forgetting that I was talking to a priest. “Stop saying my name and tell me what’s going on!”

“I don’t know how to put it.”

“Just say it, Father.”

“Nick, Maria—she’s been hijacked!”
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He’d put it wrong.

It wasn’t that Maria had been hijacked, but the plane she was on had been. She’d gone to Greece after all, but on the way back her flight had been grabbed by terrorists.

“That’s what we got so far from the TV, Nick,” my brother said. “They’re not even sure yet who the people are who took the plane.”

“Are you sure about this, Vinnie? I mean, how do you know she was even on the plane?”

“Pop knew her flight.”

“Pop knew a lot more than he was telling.”

Vinnie agreed. “He always covered for her.”

“Do we know for sure that she was on it? Maybe she missed it.”

“We can’t be sure either way, Nick,” Vinnie said, “not until the authorities release the names, but Pop called her hotel, and they said she checked out.”

“That doesn’t mean she’s on the plane. Where are you calling from?”

“Pop’s house.”

“I’ll be right there, Vin.”

I hung up and rushed across the hall to Sam’s, hoping she was there. Luckily, she was.

“Sam—”

“What is it, Nick?”

“I need your car.”

She knew immediately that whatever was wrong, it was serious.

“Sure, let me get the keys.”

She left the door open and I stepped inside, then back outside, feeling numb. I didn’t quite know where to stand. She came back with the keys and handed them to me.

“Nick, what’s wrong?”

“Maria,” I said, “her plane’s been hijacked.”

She caught her breath and then stared accusingly at her TV, which was off. There was a small dot of light in the center of the screen, though, which indicated that she’d been watching when I knocked.

“You mean, the plane on the news—”

“All I know is what my brother told me on the phone, Sam. I haven’t seen the news.”

“Where are you going?”

“My father’s house.”

“Give me the keys,” she said, snatching them out of my hand.

“What—”

“I’ll fill you in on what I know on the way,” she said, grabbing her purse.

“Sam—”

“Besides,” she added, “you’re in no condition to drive. I can see it in your eyes. You’ll probably wrap yourself—and my car—around a tree.”

She was right about that. My heart was beating a mile a minute, and my eyes felt hot and dry. I knew that her concern was for me, and not her car.

“Let’s go, then.”

 

 

My father lived on Ovington Avenue, which was also Sixty-eighth Street, between Fourteenth and Fifteenth Avenues. Some people called this section Bensonhurst, but on the map it said Borough Park. His house—the house I’d grown up in—is a one-family wood frame, semiattached on one side. The shingles were the same ugly green they’d been when I was a kid. The houses on the block were basically the same, with a two- or three-family brick thrown in every so often, like cavities. Like so many South Brooklyn blocks, this one was packed with homes, at least fifty-five of them.

I started to feel hemmed in as soon as Sam turned her car into the block. I felt like I had more room to breathe in an apartment on a block of brownstones than on a block like this.

Bad news travels fast. You had only to walk into my father’s place to see that.

“What the hell are they doing here?” I asked Vinnie.

He had opened the door before we even reached it. We hadn’t seen each other in weeks, but when we clasped hands tightly, it was for more reasons than just that.

“Nick, they all came as soon as they heard,” my brother said.

The house was filled with neighbors sitting around as if it was a wake, a good dozen or so of them. I felt myself growing angrier by the minute. My sister had been hijacked—maybe—but, by God, she wasn’t dead! They were sitting around like they were waiting for news that she was.

“Nick—” Vinnie said, maintaining his hold on my hand. Sam had noticed the panic in my eyes, and now Vinnie could see the anger.

“Get them out, Vinnie,” I said angrily. “Get them out before I throw them out. This is not a damned wake!”

“Nick…” he said again, but then he squeezed my hand and said, “I’ll ask them to leave.”

“Where’s Pop?”

“In his room. Hello, Miss Karson.”

“Father. Can I help?”

“Just being here helps,” he said. “My father likes you very much, you know.”

“Nick, let’s go see your father.”

I left my brother with the job of emptying the house and led Sam to my father’s room. A few people tried to catch my attention, but I marched right past them, ignoring their words, shaking off their touch. I’d never been the neighborly type, and I had no intentions of starting now.

When Vinnie said that Pop was in “his room,” he hadn’t meant his bedroom, but the sitting room that Pop had added to the back of the house. He’d built it himself when Vinnie and I were kids, before Maria was even born, and from that time on it had been “his room.” He had a desk there, and a TV, and a leather recliner, and he was in the recliner watching television when Sam and I entered the room.

“Pop…”

“Shh,” he said, holding one hand up. “The news.”

We waited and watched with him, but the report didn’t say anything more than Sam had told me in the car. Flight 538 had been hijacked soon after takeoff by several terrorists, and as far as anyone knew, no one had been hurt. The plane was still in the air while the terrorists were bargaining for a place to land and refuel. The nationality of the terrorists was either unknown or had simply not yet been disclosed.

When the report ended, Pop lowered the volume with his remote control and then looked at us.

If my eyes had looked anything like his, I was glad Sam’d had the good sense not to let me drive. I didn’t even want my father to stand up.

“Pop.”

“Nicky.”

I walked to the recliner and put my hand on his shoulder.

“I’m sorry, Pop.”

He patted my hand and said, “What do we do, Nicky? What do we do?”

“I don’t know, Pop. I guess we wait.”

He nodded, then looked at Sam.

“Miss Karson.”

“Hello, Mr. Delvecchio,” she said, coming forward. She crouched down in front of him and took his hand. “I’m so sorry. I’d like to help you.”

He touched her face with his other hand and said, “You’re so pretty, you help just by being here.”

She smiled and said, “You’re still a charmer, Mr. Delvecchio,” and kissed him on the cheek.

“Ah, if I am such a charmer, then you will call me Vito, eh?”

“Sure, Vito. Whatever you say.”

“This is a good girl, Nicky,” he said, patting her hand, “a good girl…like my Maria…”

His voice caught in his throat, and I said, “Pop,” because I didn’t know what else to say. I’d never seen my father cry, not even at my mother’s funeral.

“Nick,” Sam said, giving me a meaningful look, and I gave her a grateful one. I squeezed my father’s shoulder and left the room.

On a table against the wall next to the doorway to Pop’s room had always been a statue of the Virgin Mary, ever since we were kids. After Joey had been killed in Vietnam, however, Pop had hung a photo of him above the statue. I was standing there staring at it, maybe even shaking my head, when Father Vinnie came back into the room.

The house was empty and Vinnie was coming in the front door. My brother is taller than I am, six feet or so, and very slender. He is also better-looking than me, which is ironic, since attracting women is not one of his immediate concerns.

“I’m sorry, Vinnie—”

“That’s okay, you were actually right…for once.”

“Ha! Yeah.” Couldn’t resist a small dig, even now, huh, Father?

We stood there looking at each other for a few moments, my brother in his dark clothes and white collar that had made my mother so proud. I was wearing jeans and a short-sleeved shirt, and even though it was hot outside, I felt very cold.

“Jesus,” I said, shivering suddenly, “is the air conditioner on in here?”

“No, Nick,” Vinnie said, “but I know how you feel.”

“Yeah, I guess you do,” I said, and then I noticed something. “Hey!”

“What?”

“Where is he?”

“Who?”

“Our brother-in-law, Numbnuts, that’s who. Where is that sonofabitch?”

“Nick…”

My brother had long ago gotten into the habit of speaking my name and making it sound like a dozen words, all disapproving. I think they had a course in it at the seminary. “Disapproving Tone 101.”

“Well, where is he?”

“I don’t know. Pop says he hasn’t heard from him.” 

“Anybody call his office?”

Maria’s husband worked on Wall Street.

“I don’t know the number.”

“Well, Pop must have it in his book somewhere. I want that bastard here so I can ask him what he did to make Maria go off like that.”

“Nick, don’t fight with Peter.”

“That’s going to be up to him, brother. There’s the book,” I said, spotting it under an end table on top of a Brooklyn Yellow Pages. I grabbed it up and went through it, looking under “G.” The number wasn’t there.

“Damn!” I said, slapping the book shut. “He’s got their home number, but not Numbnuts’s business number.”

“Why would Pop want to call…Peter at work?”

“That’s a good question. I guess we’ll just have to wait for him to hear about it from the news.”

“Unless you want to go to his office and tell him.”

“I don’t know where it is.”

“Pop does.”

I thought about going to Wall Street to look for my brother-in-law and then said, “Fuck him.”

“Nick!”

“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned,” I said. My brother gave me a hard stare, and I said, “Okay, I’m sorry. Look, what do we know, so far?”

“Not much. The plane took off from Athens and was on its way to Rome.”

“Why would anyone hijack a plane from Greece?”

“It originated from Egypt.”

“Do we know who the hijackers are?”

“Not yet.”

“You said on the phone that Pop called her hotel. Have you called anyone else?”

“I called the American consulate in Greece, and the State Department here in the United States.”

“What did they say?”

“That the names of the passengers would be released at a later date. The State Department said they were inundated with calls and couldn’t pick and choose who to keep informed right now.”

I hated to admit it, but it sounded fair.

“The consulates in both Egypt and Greece said that they were working on getting a complete passenger list, and that the families of the hijacked passengers would be advised if the situation dragged on.”

“Which means?”

“Which means that by the time they get around to calling families, the passengers may be released.”

“If history repeats itself, Vinnie, these passengers are going to turn into hostages pretty quick.”

“God forbid,” he said.

“Damn,” I said. “Vinnie, let’s go for a walk.” I needed some air.

“Where?”

“Up the comer. We’ll get an egg cream.”

“I haven’t had an egg cream in a long time.”

“Come on, Vinnie,” I said. “It’ll be like old times.” 

“Yeah,” Vinnie said, grinning. “I buy, right?”
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We left the house and walked toward Fourteenth Avenue.

“I wonder how Sam’s doing with Pop.”

“I’m sure she’s doing fine. Pop speaks very highly of her, you know. He says you should marry her.”

“Believe me, Vinnie,” I said sincerely, “I shouldn’t marry anyone.”

“You’re my last hope, you know.”

I knew what he meant. Maria had gone along with Numbnuts and gotten married in a Jewish ceremony. I was Vinnie’s last hope of performing the marriage ceremony for a member of his family.

When we reached the comer, we had to cross to get to the luncheonette that Mr. Canizotti used to run when we were kids. The front was so old there was a still a “Breyer’s Ice Cream” leaf over the door—faded but readable. Mr. Canizotti had faded, too, about ten years before. I didn’t know who was running it now, but I hoped they knew how to make a decent egg cream. Jesus, that was old Brooklyn: egg creams and stick-ball, Coney Island and Nathan’s hot dogs and fries.

Right on the comer was an Italian club, and with the front door open we could hear the old Italian music coming from inside. That, too, was part of my childhood. This section of Borough Park was predominantly Italian, which was why there was very little street crime and burglaries. These people wouldn’t call the cops, they’d solve the problem themselves. The petty thieves knew this, and wanted no part of the…Italians. If you were “connected,” there was almost no need for you to lock your doors.

“Hey, Nicky, Father Vinnie,” a voice called from inside the darkened interior of the club.

“Who’s that?” Vinnie asked, peering inside.

“Sounds like Mr. Rosetti.”

A small white-haired man shuffled through the doorway into the street, and we could see that I was right. Once, old Joseph Rosetti was Joey Rose, a feared man in New York, but that was twenty, thirty years ago. Now he was just old Mr. Rosetti, seventy if he was a day.

“Hello, Mr. Rosetti,” I said.

“Hello, boys. We heard about your sister. A terrible thing, terrible.”

“Thank you, Mr. Rosetti,” Vinnie said.

The old man put a withered hand on my brother’s arm.

“Father, you tell Vito that if he needs anything, he should call us, eh?”

“I’ll tell him, Mr. Rosetti. He’ll appreciate it.”

“Old Vito,” Mr. Rosetti said, although my father was at least ten years younger than he was. “He’ll appreciate it, but he won’t call. A proud man, your father. He was much help to us on the docks in the old days.”

I didn’t particularly want to hear about that. None of my father’s old friends—like Joey Rose, Frankie the Arm, and my namesake, Nicky Barracuda—liked it when I joined the police department. They always thought that “Vito’s boys” would join them, even though my father was never really in the rackets. When Vinnie went into the seminary, they started to work on me, and maybe that was what pushed me the other way.

Pop did favors for “the boys” sometimes on the docks, because he was real popular with the dockworkers. They respected him and usually did what he asked them to do.

After I left the department, they offered me a job, but I turned them down as nicely as I could. I wanted to work for myself, I said. I’d had enough of working for other people. Maybe, they said, I’d be able to do them a favor or two, once in a while. Sure, I said, and maybe it would work the other way, too. Of course…

“Anyway,” Mr. Rosetti said, “you boys know you can call anytime, eh?”

“We know that, Mr. Rosetti,” I said.

“Sure, I know you do. Uh, Father…”

“Yes, sir?”

“My Rosa, she not feeling so good lately. Maybe, uh, you could put a good word in? You know, with the boss upstairs?” 

“I’ll say a prayer, Mr. Rosetti. I’m sure the ‘boss’ will watch over her.”

“You a good boy, Father,” the old man said. “You both good boys.”

“We’re going across the street for an egg cream, Mr. Rosetti,” I said. “Would you like to come?”

“I would like to, Nicky, yes, but walking across the street and back would tire me out. Besides, since Canizotti died, the egg creams just ain’t the same.”

“We’ll give it a try anyway,” I said.

“Oh, they’re still Brooklyn egg creams, Nicky, but Canizotti, he had the touch, eh?”

“He sure did.”

“You boys go ahead. Give your father my best, eh?”

“We’ll do that, sir.”

He turned and shuffled back into the gloomy interior of the club, where he sat and traded war stories and lies with his friends and listened to music from the old country—even though half of them had been born here.

“Can you imagine that old man being one of the most feared hit—”

“I don’t want to hear it, Nicky,” Vinnie said, cutting me off. “Let’s cross.”

We crossed over and entered the luncheonette. The woman behind the counter asked us what we’d have. She had white hair, but despite her advanced age her face was virtually unlined.

“Egg creams,” I said.

“Vanilla or chocolate?”

Mr. Canizotti would never have asked us that. An egg cream was an egg cream. I was about to lecture her on that when Father Vinnie jumped in ahead of me.

“Chocolate,” he said. “Large ones.”

We watched her as she made them, and she seemed to do everything right. The seltzer, the chocolate syrup, the milk, everything that old man Canizotti used to do—but no egg.

“Hey, no egg yolk?” I asked.

She stared at me, puzzled, and said, “What egg?”

“Never mind.”

When she handed them over and we tasted them, we both made faces.

“Jesus,” I said, “where can you get a good egg cream anymore, Vinnie?”

“I don’t know, Nicky,” he said, apparently taking my use—or misuse—of the Lord’s name in stride, for once.

We turned and looked out the dusty plate-glass window at the laundromat across the street. It was filled with old women doing their husbands’ laundry, not a decent pair of legs in sight. I almost said as much to my brother, but held my tongue.

“Nicky.”

“Yeah?”

“Are you…do you ever see Nicky Barracuda?”

“My godfather?” I said, and I was using the word the way it was originally meant to be used. “Not really. He sends somebody around every so often to…feel me out.”

“You don’t…work for him, do you?”

“You asking me if I’m Mafia, Vinnie. Outfit, Syndicate, Co-sa No-stra,” I said, pronouncing it very deliberately. No real Italian would ever admit that such a thing existed. My father, for instance, wouldn’t allow any of those names to be spoken in the house.

“No, I know you’re smarter than that. I just don’t want you to get in too deeply, that’s all.”

“I’m not in at all, Father,” I said, and putting my half-finished egg-cream facsimile down on the counter, I said, “and I can’t drink any more of that.”

“Maybe we should have tried vanilla?” Vinnie said, putting his down, too.

“Then it wouldn’t have been an egg cream. Come on, let’s go back. Maybe Pop heard something on the news.”

 

 

On the way back I asked, “How are things at the church?” My brother was assigned to the Church of the Holy Family, in Canarsie, and had been since he left the seminary. 

“Fine.”

“They going to make you pastor yet?”

He shook his head.

“I’m still too young.”

Both Father Vinnie and I knew that all he had to do was drop a bug in Nicky Barracuda’s ear and he’d be pastor, bishop, or anything he wanted—short of Pope, maybe.

I wondered myself sometimes whether or not Vinnie did favors for Barracuda. The difference between my brother and me was that he wasn’t shy about asking. Maybe I was afraid of what the answer would be if I did ask outright.

“Got to have one foot in the grave, huh?”

“Something like that.”

“Hey, maybe the Barracuda could—”

“Nick!”

“I’m kidding, Vinnie,” I said, hurriedly, “I’m just kidding.” We had half a block to go and walked the rest of the way in silence.

 

 

My father and Sam were still in his room, watching the TV. There was one difference, though. My father was eating a sandwich, and there was a can of Bud on the floor next to him. When she heard us, Sam turned and looked, held a finger to her lips, and joined us.

“I made some sandwiches and got your father to eat one.” 

“How’d you do that?” Vinnie asked. “I tried to get him to eat earlier—”

“I charmed him.”

“I can believe that,” my brother said. It was an uncharacteristic remark. Sam seemed to have conquered all of the Delvecchio men.

“You guys better go into the kitchen and eat.”

“Nicky?” my father called.

“Yeah, Pop?”

“Let Father Vinnie go into the kitchen with Miss Karson.”

Vinnie looked at me, and I nodded. He and Sam went into the kitchen, and I went and stood by my father’s chair.

“We saw Mr. Rosetti today, Pop. He said if you need anything—”

“Nick called.”

I knew he was referring to Nicky Barracuda—Dominick Barracondi—his friend, my godfather, and boss of bosses in Brooklyn. I was “Nicky,” his son, and his friend was “Nick.” 

“He says that all I have to do is say the word and he will send a team to get Maria.”

“A team?” I said. “Jesus, Pop, you can’t let him.”

“He says as soon as they land and we know where they are, he can have a crack team—”

“Pop, he’ll get her killed. Barracuda’s men don’t know anything about dealing with terrorists.”

“Then you go,” my father said, glaring up at me.

“Me?”

“Yeah, you. You the big-a-shot cop, the ace detective,” he said, an accent creeping into his speech pattern. “You go anna save you sister’s life.”

“Pop, that’s not fair,” I said, feeling like shit.

“Fair! Is what is happening to your sister fair?”

Did he resent me that much for becoming a cop? If so, he’d never shown it before. Was it just his anger talking, or was his anger giving rise to his true feelings?

“Either you go and get her or I will tell Nick to go ahead. We take care of our own, Nicky.”

Suddenly, I had the feeling that my father was more involved with the wise guys than I ever thought.

“Pop…”

“If your brother Joey was alive, he’d go.”

That was his final shot, and I had neither the inclination or the ammo to fire back.

“Pop, I’ll keep in touch.”

I didn’t know if he’d heard me. His attention was focused on the TV, and he used the remote control to turn the volume up. From what I could see they were simply repeating their report of the incident.

I went into the kitchen and found Father Vinnie eating a sandwich while Sam was drinking coffee.

“Vinnie, are you going to stay around?”

“I don’t think he should be alone, do you, Nick?”

“No, I don’t, not in his present state of mind. Vinnie,” I said, trying to choose my words carefully, “don’t let him use the phone.”

“Don’t let him—Nick, what went on with you and him just now?”

I told him, word for word.

“He threw Joey at you?”

“Yeah.”

Sam looked at me, and I shrugged. She knew that Joey, our older brother, had been killed in Vietnam in 1969, when he was nineteen, I was fifteen, and Vinnie was seventeen.

“That’s not fair, Nick,” Sam said. She got up and came over to me, putting her hand on my arm. “I mean, telling you to go and save her.”

“She’s right, Nick,” Vinnie said, standing up. “You’re not thinking of going, are you? You’re not going to do anything foolish?”

“Where would I go?” I asked. “To Egypt? Greece? The plane’s already gone from there, and it’s still in the air. Besides, I don’t know anything about terrorists. There are experts for that.”

“You’re right, Nick,” Vinnie said. “I’m glad you’re thinking straight.”

“Vinnie, Pop’s been watching Dan Rather. Why don’t you give CBS a call and see if they can’t tell you something?”

“Good idea. What are you going to be doing?”

“I have to go see Barracuda.”

“Who’s Barracuda?” Sam asked.

“Now that’s not thinking straight, Nick.” Father Vinnie frowned and looked disapproving. “What makes you think you can get in to see him?”

“Oh, I’ll get in.”

“Who’s Barracuda?”

“My godfather.”

She looked at me, unsure whether or not I was serious.

“What are you going to say to him, Nick?” Vinnie asked. He looked even more worried now than he did before.

“Save your worrying for Maria, Vinnie, and your prayers. I’m going to ask him to leave the situation alone. The only thing he’ll accomplish is to get a lot of innocent people killed—maybe even Maria.”

“You’re going to tell Nicky Barracuda that we don’t want his help?” Vinnie made it sound like he worked for the only authority higher than Nicky Barracuda. It was a throwback to our childhood, when we really thought that the Barracuda was God.

“Not in those words, but yeah, that’s what I’m going to tell him.”

Vinnie stared at me, and I thought that he was probably thinking about me what I was thinking about Pop only moments before. He was wondering how I could possibly intend to talk to the Barracuda like that if I wasn’t in bed with him.

Well, I wasn’t—but maybe I’d have to be in order to get him to lay off.

Maybe that’s what he was planning, all along.
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Sam wanted to come along, but I convinced her to stay. I thought my father would listen to her. She gave me the keys to her car and told me to drive carefully.

I drove to Fourteenth Avenue, made a right, went to Sixty-fifth Street and made another right. I followed Sixty-fifth Street until it met with Avenue P, then took Avenue P to Ocean Avenue. Once I hit Ocean Avenue, it was a straight run south to Sheepshead Bay.

My father’s words had stung more than I had realized. When things were back to normal, we were going to have to sit down and talk about it. Was he in deep enough with the boys to have resented it when I enrolled in the police academy? And if so, why hadn’t he said anything before, or even after the department and I had come to a parting of the ways?

Yeah, Pop and me were going to have to have a good long talk—after Maria was home.

Sheepshead Bay was a whole different Brooklyn, all the way at the southern tip. It was old homes, small wood-frame houses that used to be summer homes but were now year-round. A lot of them stood below sidewalk level now because they had been built before there was a sidewalk.

The main drag of Sheepshead Bay was Emmons Avenue, which was right on the bay. On one side were the docks, and if you got there later in the day, the boats were all in with their catches, selling fresh fish. The other side was lined with restaurants, most of them seafood places, the best in the city. On weekends there were flea markets in the parking lots, and the streets on both sides of Emmons were lined with street vendors.

This wasn’t a weekend, though, and it wasn’t late in the day. Kids were in school, people were at work, and Emmons was empty and quiet. The restaurants did a lunch business from nearby business areas. An island ran down the center of Emmons, and on either side of it there was angle parking. At the moment there were plenty of spots, but once it got on toward the dinner hour, there wouldn’t be one to be had.

The air smelled of fish, garlic, and, from further down Emmons Avenue, knishes from a fast-food place called Shatzkin’s. I parked the car and crossed to the bay side of Emmons, where there was a restaurant called On the Barge, which actually was on a barge. Needless to say, it was a seafood restaurant, but it was an Italian seafood restaurant.

It was also owned by Dominick Barracondi—Nicky the Barracuda.

The inside looked like the inside of a boat, with phony portholes and fishnets hanging from the walls, along with other paraphernalia like harpoons and anchors. The tables and chairs were oak, and so was the bar. Nicky Barracuda did not scrimp when he put together a fine Italian seafood restaurant—and that included the food. I’d eaten there before, and he had excellent chefs and used the best-quality fish and pasta. In fact, he had his own pasta made on the premises. The proof of the pudding was that Barracuda ate there himself, all his meals except breakfast.

They had a good lunch crowd and a maitre d’ on duty, and as I entered, the man turned to look at me. He was about eight feet across at the shoulders, dressed in a tux and flashing a diamond pinky ring on each hand. His name was Benvinuto Carbone—Benny the Card—and we knew each other. In fact, we’d gone to high school together.

“Aye, Don Cheech,” he said, coming forward with his hand extended. “How’s it hanging?”

“Like a noodle, Benny. How you doing?” He had a grip like a duck press.

“Fine, couldn’t be better. Whataya think of the outfit?” He turned completely around, modeling his monkey suit.

“The rings are a little blinding, Benny, otherwise it’s fine.” 

“You wanna have some lunch or what?”

“Lunch would be fine, Benny, but right now I’ve got to talk to Mr. Barracondi.”

“I wish I could help you, paisan, but the boss is real busy.”

“Would you tell him I’m here, Benny?”

He thought a moment and said, “Well, I guess I could do that.”

“I’d really appreciate it.”

“Hey, is this about your sister?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, why didn’t you say so? Geez, I was real sorry to hear about it—”

“Thanks, Benny. Could you, uh, call now?”

“Oh, sure, Nicky, sure.” He turned to go to his station to use the phone, but then turned and said, “Hey, if he don’t wanna see you, you’re gonna have to leave.”

“I’ll leave.”

“Okay, ’cause I wouldn’t wanna have to throw you out, you being a paisan and all.”

“Okay, fine.”

Benny nodded happily and went to his station to use the phone. He dialed three numbers, said something, listened, nodded, and then lumbered over to me. Benny had always had the most unreadable face of all the kids who had ever beat me up in school. I didn’t know now whether he was going to hug me or bear-hug me out the door.

“Whataya know?” he said. “The boss says he’ll see you. He must like you a lot, Nicky.”

“Well, why not? You do, don’t you?”

“Not really.”

I said we went to school together, but I never claimed that we were friends.

“But you’re a paisan. Let’s go.”

“Lead the way, Benny, lead the way.”

 

 

Nicky Barracuda was eating lunch at his desk. That meant he must have been pretty busy, which made his seeing me that much more of a favor. Nicky Barracuda dealt heavily in favors. One of his favorite mottos was “Tit for tat.”

When I followed Benny into the room, Barracuda looked up from his clams and mussels and pasta and said, “Nicholas, come in, come in. Always good to see you.”

“Thank you, Mr. Barracondi.” I had always refused to call him “Godfather.” It always made me feel like I was in a movie.

“Mr. Barracondi, you hear that, Benny?” Barracondi said. “This boy always did have the proper respect.”

Benny didn’t know what he was supposed to say to that, so he said, “Yeah.”

“Yeah,” Barracuda repeated. “That’s all, Benny. Go back to work.”

“Yes, sir.”

Benny gave me a look I couldn’t interpret and then backed out of the room, closing the door behind him.

“Sit down, sit down. You want some clams, some pasta?” 

“No, nothing. Thanks.”

I sat and looked at my godfather. He was in his sixties, a tall, elegant-looking man, almost like an Italian Cesar Romero. He even had the carefully clipped white mustache. As far back as I could remember, he’d always had the mustache.

“When you were a little boy,” he said, “you used to call me Godfather. Then as you got older, you started calling me Uncle Dominick…then Uncle Dom. Now I am ‘Mr. Barracondi.’ I have not seen you for six months, Nicholas. In another six months will we be perfect strangers?”

“I don’t think either one of us will ever be perfect, Mr. Barracondi.”

He stared at me for a few moments and then said, “How is your father?”

“Not well.”

“This hijacking?”

“You know that.”

“Why are you here, Nicholas…after six months, why are you here now?”

“To ask you something.”

“Ask.”

“I want you to stay away from this thing.”

“I can help.”

“No, you can’t help. All you’ll do is get somebody killed. Leave it to the experts.”

He laughed shortly.

“No one dies when it is left to the experts?”

“True, these things are rarely resolved without someone dying, but they know what they’re doing. They’ve dealt with these people before. You have not.”

“I have dealt with much in my lifetime, Nicholas.”

“I know that—” I said, and then stopped. I was tired of being careful not to insult him, but I had to admit that I was intimidated by him.

“Mr. Barracondi—” I stopped again, then said, “Godfather, please, leave it alone.”

“Ah,” he said, raising his eyebrows, “now I am ‘Godfather.’”

I didn’t know what to say to that, but he saved me the trouble of floundering. He put both hands on the desk on either side of his seafood plate and pinned me with a hard stare.

“Let me see if I have this straight. You are asking me for a favor?”

Ah-hah, I thought.

“Yes.”

He nodded shortly.

“I just wanted to get that out of the way.”

He picked up his fork and twirled some pasta.

“Very well, I will stay out of it as long as I can.”

“What does that mean?”

He looked at me quickly and said, “I will let the experts take care of it…until I believe that they cannot take care of it.”

“That’s not good enough…”

He smiled a humorless smile and said, “You are my godson when it suits you, Nicholas. That is not good enough for me.” We exchanged stares then, and I backed down.

“All right.”

I stood up as he turned his attention to a clam.

“You tell Vito I ask for him, eh?”

“I will.”

“And Father Vinnie? How is he?”

“He’s fine.”

“Still a priest in Canarsie, eh?”

“He seems to like it.”

“You tell him to call me when he doesn’t like it anymore, eh?”

“Sure, Mr. Barracondi,” I said, rising. “I’ll tell him.”

I left, knowing full well what the visit had just cost me. I knew what it had cost me, what I didn’t know was when, and how big.
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I had another stop to make before I went back to my father’s house, but I needed a phone first. I left On the Barge, got my car, and drove to a big diner down the road. Brooklyn diners always have breakfast twenty-four hours a day, and pay phones.

I stepped into the entry foyer and found two phones. One had a dial, the other had pushbuttons. Since I had been thinking so much about the past of late, I decided to use the one with the dial. I dialed the number of police headquarters in Manhattan—374-5000—and asked for Deputy Inspector Edward Gorman.

“I’m sorry, sir,” the operator said, “the inspector is no longer assigned here.”

“Can you tell me where he is assigned?”

“I’ll connect you to Personnel.”

I waited while the connection was made, and then a sweet female voice said, “Personnel, Police Administrative Aide Ingram.”

“Miss Ingram, my name is Nicholas Delvecchio, and I’m trying to locate Deputy Inspector Gorman.”

“Do you know where he’s assigned?”

I bit back the first reply that came to mind and said, “No, all I know is that he used to be assigned to police headquarters.”

“How long ago?”

I tried to remember the last time I’d seen Ed Gorman.

“I guess three, four months ago.”

“I’ll check.”

The police department had not invested in Muzak yet, so I was left with a dead line while she did her checking, and it was anybody’s guess whether I’d been cut off or was still on hold.

When I joined the department, Gorman had been a lieutenant in the seven-eight precinct. Three years later he was a captain in the two-four, but we kept in touch. When I left the department, he was a deputy inspector. Throughout all of that, he had also been my “rabbi,” my connection within the department—if I wanted him to be. Time and time again he had offered to intercede on my behalf, first to get me a promotion, and then to keep me from getting kicked out of the department altogether. He’d had a lot to do with my getting the one-third pension and the P. I. license, although he’d never admit it.

During the four years since I’d left he had risen no higher than D.I., unless something had happened to change that in the past few months. Gorman had always been a man who spoke his mind, and that trait had gotten him to the rank of D.I., but it might also be what was keeping him there. When you have opinions and you voice them, you make enemies—and when one of your enemies rises a little higher and a little faster than you, that can keep you in one place for a long time.

P. A. A. Ingram came back on the line, letting me know that I had not been dropped into Ma Bell limbo.

“Sir?”

“I’m here.”

“Deputy Inspector Gorman has been reassigned to the Brooklyn South Area.”

I frowned.

“That’s in the six-seven building, isn’t it?”

“Yes, sir. It’s in Flatbush. Snyder Avenue.”

“All right, thank you.”

“You’re welcome, sir.”

“Oh, one more thing?”

“Yes?”

“Could you give me the phone number of the six-seven?”

“Of course, sir. That’s 469-7300.”

“Thank you, Miss Ingram. You’ve been very helpful.”

I hung up, wondering what Ed Gorman had done to get dumped into a shithole like the six-seven precinct.

 

 

The six-seven precinct building used to be on Snyder Avenue between Flatbush and Bedford Avenues, but when it turned one hundred years old, they moved everybody into a new building, still on Snyder but between Rogers and Nostrand Avenues.

Twenty years ago Flatbush Avenue was a shopper’s paradise. Sears, Macy’s, and dozens of small stores were always packed with shoppers, mostly women and their kids. My mother used to take me, Vinnie, and Joey with her whenever she went shopping, and we’d have lunch in the cafeteria in Mays—as opposed to Macy’s. Mays was gone now, and as I drove down Flatbush Avenue, the decay that the area had fallen into became more and more evident.

Over the years “the wrong element” had taken over the Flatbush area of Brooklyn. The streets were deserted now because people were afraid to walk, let alone shop. Oh sure, the malls had captured a lot of the shoppers who used to frequent the area, but more than that, people didn’t want to shop where they had to be afraid they might be mugged, or their children might be threatened. (It was a common ploy for a street thief to approach a woman with an infant in a stroller and threaten the infant if the woman did not give up her purse—and that was if he didn’t just knock her down and take it.)

A year before I left the department there had been a massive blackout in New York City, and that had naturally given rise to looting. The Flatbush area had been one of the most heavily hit by looting, and I had been sent there with some others to work the area. It had been like working a combat zone. I mean, under adverse circumstances even the most normal of people could give in to the urge to get something for nothing, but these people weren’t normal. Iron gates had been ripped off windows so that they could get into the stores, and more often than not it had taken two or three cracks on the head with my nightstick to bring them down, where one would have normally done the job.

All of which I mention to illustrate what a hellhole the area covered by the men of the six-seven had become.

And D.I. Ed Gorman had been dropped into the middle of this.

Technically speaking, while the six-seven precinct covered the confines of the six-seven itself, the Brooklyn South Area covered all of the Brooklyn South precincts, many of which were not exactly garden spots and one or two of which were just as bad as the six-seven—or worse.

Flatbush Avenue south of Kings Highway was still pretty decent, but north of it—forget it.

I drove on Flatbush Avenue as far as Church Avenue, where Erasmus High School stood. Erasmus counted among its alumni Neil Diamond and Barbra Streisand, but it hadn’t produced talent of that caliber for a long time, and probably never would again.

I turned right on Church, drove three blocks, turned right on Nostrand, drove two blocks, and turned right on Snyder. In the middle of the block the new six-seven building stood, a three-story structure of brick and concrete. I parked in front of a hydrant because summonses were not usually given out on the block of a precinct. There was always the chance that a cop would be ticketing another cop’s car—or worse, a boss’s.

I entered the precinct building and was approached by a handsome, black female police officer.

“Can I help you, sir?”

“Yes, I’m here to see Inspector Gorman.”

“He’s in Brooklyn South,” she said. “That’s on the third floor. Is he expecting you?”

“No,” I said. I had called ahead to confirm that he was in, but had not spoken to him.

“I’ll have to call upstairs and tell him you’re here, then.”

“Fine.”

She did that, using a phone in an office to our right. When she hung up, she nodded toward the elevator and said, “You can go on up.”

“Thank you.”

I used the elevator without being decapitated by it and got off at the third floor. A handwritten sign was taped to the wall, with an arrow pointing to the right and the initials “B.S.A.” on it—Brooklyn South Area.

I walked into a large room peppered with desks. There were four people in the room, three in civilian clothes and one in uniform. More than likely the ones dressed in civilian clothes were civilians. Even before I had joined the department, they had begun hiring civilians to do office jobs, freeing most of the cops for street duty. They called the civilians police administrative aides.

The uniformed cop was the one that approached me. He was a chunky man in his thirties with thinning black hair. His nameplate identified him as Officer Aiello. He had a small, off-duty revolver in a belt holster clipped to his belt on his right hip.

“Can I help you?”

“I’d like to see Inspector Gorman.”

“You’re…”

“Delvecchio. The desk called ahead.”

“Right. Follow me, please.”

He led me past the desks and a large Xerox machine to the back of the room, where he knocked on a closed door. A voice from the inside called out, and he opened it.
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