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  1964




  THERE WAS A HARD, COLD WIND BLOWING FROM THE Hudson River, with Thirty-fourth Street acting as a

  corridor. The steelworkers, braced on the open skeleton of the twentieth floor of what would eventually be a forty-two-story condominium, were used to the weather. The tension among them was

  prompted by the presence of three men in suits, obviously not construction men. The tallest, Vincent Ventura, was one of the owners of Ventura Construction, Incorporated. The two men with him were

  common, ordinary, run-of-the-mill thugs.




  Ventura stood back and watched as his two henchmen talked, quietly at first, to a workman. They moved in closer, and in response he moved back a little. They began to shove the man back and

  forth between them as Ventura watched without expression. The steelmen glanced at each other but no one made a move until Danny O’Hara, the crew chief, arrived on the scene.




  “Hey, what the hell’s the matter with you guys? This is open work up here. Vincent, your guys have no right to be up here. You got a beef, you take it down to ground

  level.”




  As long as Danny O’Hara was there, nothing could happen. After all, he was Vincent’s brother-in-law.




  But something did happen. The thugs got a little louder, a little rougher. It was about an unpaid debt, and although the construction guy pleaded for more time, they ignored his words. One of

  them shoved him a little too hard and the usually surefooted man slipped, or maybe twisted an ankle. He went flying off the temporary flooring, smashed into a beam, and disappeared into space. It

  was so windy that his cry was muffled almost immediately, although it could be assumed that he yelled all the way down.




  The two thugs turned to Vincent Ventura, whose face had gone pale. He licked his thin lips, then motioned his men toward him. The other workers moved in a semicircle; but suddenly guns were

  pointed at them, and they froze.




  Only Danny O’Hara made a move—toward the field telephone. Vincent intercepted him, and within seconds his men held Danny firmly by the arms.




  Vincent Ventura picked up the phone, dialed a number. His eyes stayed fixed on Danny as he spoke and then listened. He replaced the receiver, took a deep breath, and turned his thumb down. In

  response, the two thugs shoved Danny O’Hara, husband of his sister, father of his nephew, over the side.




  The three men then turned slowly and confronted the other workmen.




  Vincent spoke in a quiet voice that seemed to shake just slightly. “This is a terrible day, right? Two men swept off by a strong wind.”




  There was absolute silence as Vincent and his men boarded the open-air elevator. “Remember,” he told them, “you all tell the cops the same story. Danny reached out, to try to

  save Charley, and instead of saving him, he got caught in the wind too. We all got that? I’m sorry I wasn’t here when it happened, but how could I have helped? I’m not a high-rise

  man, right?”




  Before he pushed the “down” button, he told them, “One more thing. Please remember this. Accidents can happen anywhere. Anywhere at all. At a man’s home, with his family

  sleeping, or watching TV or eating. In his car; his wife’s car. Jesus, even his kid’s school bus, right? Terrible things can happen.”




  They watched as the open elevator slid down with a loud humming noise.




  No one could meet the eyes of any of the others.




  Accidents do happen. Anywhere. At any time.




  To anyone.




  





  


  

    PART ONE




  THE TRUTH




  Chapter One




  1991




  EDDIE MANGANARO PUSHED HIS SUNGLASSES TO THE TOP of his head and held the newspaper to the light

  coming through the passenger window of the unmarked, beat-up Chevy surveillance car. He held his finger under the tiny print.




  “Nick, listen. This has got to be the best. What they call a saver. I gotta keep this one.”




  His partner, Nick O’Hara, rubbed his eyes. Every time they had a fixed surveillance, Eddie distracted himself by trying to find the craziest memoriam printed on the obit page of the

  New York Daily News. It seemed that every single person being remembered—on a birthday, or death date, or significant anniversary—had been too good for this earth. A saint with

  a smile the angels envied. Nick wondered how many of the relatives ever told the poor bastard how terrific he was when he was alive.




  “Lemme ask you something, Ed. Do these people being remembered have a subscription to the News up in heaven? Who delivers the papers to them?”




  Eddie ignored him. He narrowed his eyes. “This is great. Jesus, it’s signed ‘Grandma.’ Listen—listen up. ‘Michael, it’s two years since they did that to

  you. Don’t worry. Every day since then, they pay and pay. They never get off the hook and they know why and their mothers will cry when they rot in hell. Rest in heaven remembering my promise

  to you. Love, Grandma.’ Wadda ya think about that?”




  Nick was impressed. “I think Grandma is some tough cookie.”




  “Sometimes I think these messages are coded. Y’know, not what they seem to be. Coupla years ago, I used to read the personals in the Times and—”




  Nick turned to his partner. “The New York Times? You read the New York Times?”




  Manganaro shrugged. “I worked with a better class of partner then. Anyway, there was a message, like four times a year, to some guy named Paul. Very cryptic. Like: ‘We waited for the

  phone call. Michigan was cold. What happened?’ Then, a few months later: ‘Paul, like clockwork. How are the classes going? Don’t call.’ ”




  Despite himself, Nick was curious. “Any messages from Paul?”




  Manganaro shook his head. There were strange things in the world, if only you looked for them.




  Nick chewed on a pencil; consulted his watch; tried to conjure up an eight-letter word for “doubled consonant” that would fit the three letters he already worked out on the down

  words. What he did to kill time was to work out crossword puzzles. He had stored away an endless number of esoteric, totally unusable words. He wondered when the hell he’d ever get a chance

  to use “acrolect.” Someday maybe he’d have an investigation that took him to New Orleans, so he could impress the hell out of the cops there: ask if any of them spoke that

  particular variety of Creole that approximates most closely standard language. That’d make him popular down south.




  These were a couple of ways the two detectives from the Seventeenth Precinct Detective Squad Unit passed the heavy time of waiting. Not that they weren’t watching the comings and goings of

  various people in and out of the three-story brownstone across the street and a few houses down from where they sat slumped in the Chevy.




  What they were watching was an upscale whorehouse. The clientele included movie stars, in New York on a promotional jaunt; athletes, celebrating or lamenting after a basketball or baseball or

  hockey game; even high-level diplomats taking a quickie on a lunch break from their duties at the UN or their desk at the embassy. These bastards even had the balls to park illegally. There were a

  lot of familiar, public faces coming in and out of the elegant building—which housed, according to a small, neat, brass nameplate, something called the Whalen Institute. It was supposed to be

  a center for new age, new wave, relaxation, rejuvenation, or stimulation, all for two hundred bucks an hour. That was what they reported as income to the IRS. What the institute forgot to mention

  were the services over and above steamy massages, herbal wraps, weird music: the charges for lithe young women doing lithe interesting things.




  Nick and Eddie were on a fill-in assignment, as a favor to a couple of guys who had court appearances. They didn’t actually know too much about the operation, or who specifically was

  interested in the Institute. There were allegations of heavy drug turnover, money laundering, illegal meetings—or, rather, indiscreet get-togethers between foreign nationals. There were

  probably enough scandalous things going on to take up a hundred hours of TV talk showtime, not to mention pages in the sleaze press. As well as the so-called straight press—it was hard to

  draw a distinction nowadays.




  Nick and Ed weren’t the only people on alert. There were probably a couple of guys monitoring what was going on via camera surveillance. Wires may or may not have been tapped. When you are

  on a temporary basis, just doing a favor you hope will one day be returned, you do what’s asked of you. Nick and Ed wrote down the arrival and departure times of various vehicles and their

  license plates; descriptions of persons entering and leaving. It was boring work; they were glad they weren’t too involved.




  Eddie Manganaro, thirty-five, son of two immigrants from Sicily, looked like a poster boy for the Irish Tourist Board. He was a green-eyed, redheaded, snub-nosed, pale guy with the face of an

  altar boy. He had a punch like a sledgehammer, developed as a result of being the fourth in a five-boy family. Many a culprit was surprised to learn a skinny boy-face like Eddie, with his sweet

  smile, could be so rough. And calm about it.




  Nick O’Hara, a couple of years older, inches and pounds larger, also looked like a guy with the wrong name. He was a swarthy man with a strong face, black eyebrows, and unruly black hair;

  he had startlingly blue eyes, unexpected against his complexion. The dark coloring came from the Ventura side of his family; but so did the blue eyes. Whatever was Irish about him didn’t

  show, but his father’s ethnicity made him a member of the Irish fraternal organization. And his mother’s family qualified him as a member of the Italian organization. Of course, all

  ethnic and fraternal and religious organizations were more political than fraternal. It was essential to belong to one or another—or more than one, if you could, in order to give you some

  solid backing when promotions or assignments came up. Or if you were in trouble, and needed some friends with clout.




  Nick was eight years old when his father died in a construction accident. His mother died of a heart attack just six months later. He had been adopted by his uncle, Frank O’Hara, a New

  York City Police Department lieutenant. He had known, without ever asking for reasons, that the O’Haras and the Venturas had nothing to do with each other. Routinely, he had spent time with

  his grandfather on birthdays, some holidays, anniversaries. Both sides of his family loved him; neither side talked about the other. After two years in the army, Nick took and passed the police

  exam. His uncle, Frank, then a captain, was very pleased. When he spoke to his grandfather, Papa Ventura listened quietly and asked only if this was his idea, or had the O’Haras influenced

  him? It was the only time he ever asked such a thing. Assured that Nick had made his own decisions, his grandfather nodded, kissed his cheek, then looked directly into his eyes.




  “Whatever you do in your life, Nicholas, do it honorably. It is all a man has at the very center of himself. His honor.”




  Through his fifteen years on the job, the question arose many times in Nick’s experience: What, exactly, is an honorable man?




  Two hours before the relief team would arrive, both partners spotted the van at exactly the same instant. It was large, light tan, driven slowly by a young black guy. Another

  black guy walked stealthily behind a well-dressed woman, carrying a Bonwit’s shopping bag, a pocketbook dangling from her right arm. The van practically crept down the street, pacing the

  mugger. The woman was in a world of her own, totally oblivious of her dangerous situation. And she was in danger: Nick and Ed both recognized the van, knew who was inside. This team had not only

  robbed, but beaten, more than eight or nine women on the Upper East Side in the last month. And were suspected of ten or more similar hits in midtown earlier and in Queens before that.




  The detectives couldn’t leap out to scare off these mutts; someone from the brownstone might spot them. There was no way they could just sit and watch what was about to happen. Nick

  grabbed the car phone, hesitated a split second. He couldn’t hit nine-one-one; that would send a couple of squad cars racing, sirens blasting. Nick squinted at the brass plate outside the

  brownstone: The Whalen Institute. He punched out the phone number engraved on the plaque.




  A woman’s soft voice answered. “Whalen Institute. Linda speaking.”




  In a hoarse distortion of his own voice, Nick said, “I’m a neighbor. There are two guys right outside your place—gettin’ ready to mug a woman. Black guy, right behind

  her, another in a van following. I don’t wanna call the police any more than you do.” He hung up; let them wonder later who the hell called.




  The message must have been relayed instantaneously. Both of the Institute doors burst open and two very large men in gray maintenance uniforms barreled down the steps, each carrying a baseball

  bat.




  The intended victim turned, startled; before she could make a sound the bat-men had turned her toward the corner, told her to Get the hell outta here. She didn’t stop to ask

  questions.




  The stalker froze for a moment, then tried to react—but was stopped mid-motion by a blow to the back of his skull so loud that both Nick and Ed gasped and sunk deeper into their seats.

  They heard the sound of glass breaking; watched as the bat wielders not only broke every window on the van but smashed the headlights, taillights, and, for good measure, took a few swings at the

  van’s body.




  The passenger’s side of the van was yanked open and the stalker was shoved in next to the driver, who was wiping a bloody eye with smashed fingertips. Apparently acting on instructions, he

  put the van in gear and raced down the street, swerving as he went.




  The two gray-clad maintenance men, having preserved the peaceful condition of their community, stood, hands on hips. They glanced around at the two- and three-story brownstones, as though

  expecting applause or at least a nod of thanks. New Yorkers, being by nature very private and discreet citizens, did not appear at any window. Both lit cigarettes, took quick drags, then

  regretfully stamped them underfoot.




  Apparently, no smoking was permitted within the walls of the Whalen Institute. Obviously: It was a health facility.




  Neither Nick nor Ed would mention the incident in their notes or reports. What for? A few more limos dropped off somewhat stealthy, though expensively dressed, “health seekers.”

  Finally, they received the phone call they had hoped for, earlier than expected. Relief was on its way. Nick kicked the motor on just as a gray-blue Toyota pulled alongside. The driver, grinning

  and nodding, ecstatic at his good luck—how about that? he’d been anticipating an hour’s search—backed up so Nick could pull out. Nick pulled down his window and shook his

  head.




  “Sorry, partner,” he called out politely. Rolled up the window so he didn’t have to hear the wails of indignation, disappointment, and despair. Hey, he had to save the spot for

  the next team.




  Which arrived about two minutes later. Nick pulled out, the new team pulled in. When Nick reached the corner, the guy with the Toyota, double-parked, was standing outside his car, looking around

  wildly, when he spotted Nick.




  “You bastard,” he screamed. “You bastard! You selfish rotten bastard!”




  Eddie looked at Nick. “Friend of yours? He seems to know you.”




  Nick shrugged and pulled away without acknowledging the hysterical man. “He must think I’m someone else. Happens all the time.”




  They dropped the car in the police garage, prepared the necessary forms. They were both tall men and cramped by the hours of inactivity. In the squad room, Nick checked his mailbox, pulled out a

  sheaf of papers. A report had been returned.




  He glanced at the notes, written in red ink. “Oh shit! The lieutenant wants more information on the Sobelman killing. Jesus, looka this. He’s correcting our grammar, for God’s

  sake. Hell with it—it’ll keep until next week.”




  Detective Johnson, a huge man with a florid complexion and a very small voice, looked at them and shook his head. “Well, looka the Bobbsey twins. How come you guys aren’t in court

  bookin’ all the bad guys? Ya fallin’ down on the job or what?”




  Eddie waved the report at him. “We been doing some research. You know, for our book. Very hush-hush, don’t ask, okay?”




  For three years, Johnson had claimed to be working on the next “big cop book,” and the best way to needle him was to say you were working on your book. He believed

  everyone.




  The team of Hoffman and Smith came into the squad office, dragging a frightened, bone-skinny woman by the arm.




  “Tried to pick my damn pocket, can you beat it? I’m on the subway; just as I get off, there’s this hand reaching . . .” He held up the thin hand. The lightweight sleeve

  of a torn coat slid down the woman’s arm, revealing needle tracks. “Sit here,” he instructed her. He leaned to Nick. “She’s in a helluva bad way. Four months’

  pregnant. Gonna try to get her into detox.”




  Hoffman only looked like a monstrous uncaring bastard. He was really softhearted under certain circumstances. It was known that he had a drug addict son doing time in a rehab somewhere in

  Minnesota. He had taken it very hard; hadn’t been able to follow the edicts of the “tough love” group his wife insisted they join. Against all advice, he had hugged his kid and

  told him that he loved him and would love him forever. He didn’t let anyone know that he would take the kid back over and over again, no matter what.




  Hoffman poured a mug of hot coffee from a sticky pot and thrust it at the woman, who jumped. Not realizing how loud and threatening his voice sounded, he bellowed at her, “I’m gonna

  give ya this cuppa, now promise not to boff on me, okay?”




  Nick told him, “Hoff, she don’t know what the hell you’re talking about. Look at her—you’re scaring the hell outta her.”




  Hoffman shrugged and backed off, then remembered something. “Hey, Nicholas, my man. You goin’ to that big seventy-fifth birthday party for your grandfather, right? Waddya gotta do,

  kiss the ring before you kiss his cheek?”




  “You’ll never know, Hoff.”




  A new member of the squad, a skinny Puerto Rican named Silvio but called Slick, listened in. He didn’t know if he resented the nickname or not. He walked over to Nick.




  “Hey, no kiddin’, O’Hara—your grandfather is that guy Ventura, the big mob guy?”




  Only certain guys are permitted to joke about someone’s family. Slick was not one of them.




  Nick stiffened and looked down at the smaller man. “Something you want to discuss with me about my family, Slick? ’Cause if there is, there’s a coupla things I wanna talk to

  you about your mother.”




  Eddie grabbed Nick by the arm and tugged him to the door, waving Slick off. He whispered to Nick, “Christ, Nickie, c’mon, don’t be mean. You know how those PRs are about their

  mothers.”




  As they walked down the stairs, Nick said loudly, “Sure, because they don’t know who their fathers are!”




  A furious voice called after them, “I heard that. I heard that.”




  There was laughter coming from the ready room, as the eight-to-four guys were being relieved by the four-to-one A.M. men.




  “C’mon, that’s Del White in there,” Nick said. They entered the room, anticipating. He was the squad’s storyteller.




  “Nick, my man, lemme tell y’all about what happened to me on my watch through the night. You notice I’m still here at what? Four P.M. Had to collar a

  guy, damned if I didn’t, just as I went off last night.”




  Detective Second Grade Delaware White’s skin glistened ebony pure. He was handsome, meticulous, a regular GQ dandy.




  “So I stop off at Healy’s for a quick one and walk into the middle of a real ongoing brawl—fists and beer flying.”




  He had a magnetic voice, and he seemed to disappear into the scene he was depicting. Guys paused in their paperwork—those on the telephone only paid half attention to the voices coming

  from the receiver.




  “So I tried to keep out of it—hell, I’d done my job of work, but wouldn’t you know it? Right in front of my face, this stupid-looking little Irishman, I mean a right off

  of the boat donkey,” he glanced at the Irish guys who waited him out, “no offense, honest, but this man, he even had those little pointy ears your Irish fairies have.”




  McFyphe looked up from his typing. “We Irish don’t have fairies, so be careful what you say, Mr. White.”




  Nick called out, “Leprechauns.”




  “Ah, that’s it, that’s what he looked like, one of those. Those little guys you haul out for the St. Patrick’s Parade. Anyway, this dumb dude holds off and slams Magee

  the barkeep right in the chops, and Magee grabs onto me and yells, ‘Arrest this bastard before I kill him.’ So I had to take the man into custody. By now, we’ve got a coupla

  off-duty guys trying to straighten things out, but my little friend lands one on me. So I cuffed the culprit and begin to read him his rights.”




  White covered his eyes with his hand and shook his head.




  “I check with my little card, to make sure I say everything in the right order. Then I look at the guy and he has a really nutty look on his face, so I go, ‘What? What’s up? Do

  you understand what I’m tellin’ you?’ And he looks at me and says, ‘Jesus, I thought you was supposed to read that to you people. Why you readin’ this shit to

  me?’”




  McFyphe, without looking up from his report, asked, “Well, isn’t it just for you people?”




  White ignored him. “So I ask him, nice, y’know. And just which people are you referring to, m’man? I can see this little . . . guy . . . is working hard now. He gotta

  be careful, so he says, ‘the Negro people?’ I glare at him. He tries again—‘the black people.’ I tell him to try again. ‘Okay, I mean the Afro-American

  . . . African Americans . . . Jesus Christ, you people keep changing who you are every other day, how the hell are we supposed to know what to call ya?’”




  The detective had a contagious laugh, and in the pause, McFyphe asked, “So how come, Del-a-ware, you people call each other ‘nigger’—hell, I hear it all the time on the

  street and in that rap music and all—so how come we can’t? Use the word, I mean?”




  White smiled, put his heavy hand on McFyphe’s shoulder, and said softly, “Just don’t try, brother, just don’t try. I tell you this as a friend.”




  He turned back to his audience. He hadn’t finished. “So I book the guy and I tell him: listen, my man, I want you to know something. You have just been arrested by the best goddamn

  cop in New York City, and I want you to remember my name, okay? The guy nods. So I straighten up, look him right into his beady, shifty little eyes, and I tell him: I am White! Talk about

  a confused Irishman!”




  





  




  Chapter Two




  AS HE TURNED OFF THE PARKWAY AND HEADED UP THE winding road that lead to his home, Nick regretted that he hadn’t

  touched base with Kathy. He hadn’t been home in two days. He and Ed had to work around the clock chasing down an elusive informant, whom they hadn’t found until the very early hours of

  the morning. By then it was too late to head for home, or even call. What was the point of waking his wife up at four in the morning to tell her what she already knew: that he was stuck? Three

  hours later she’d just be getting up again, to head out for her teaching job at the high school.




  And he hadn’t called today because, well, he’d see her soon.




  That of course was rationalization. He hadn’t touched base with her in more than forty hours because he didn’t want to hear the sound of her voice. The pained Okay; I understand;

  sure.




  There had been a time when she did understand. And when he did call, no matter what the time, day or night. When they were young and newly married, she worked for her teaching degree at Queens

  College and he worked round the clock in uniform. They were happy in the small two-room apartment in an old building in Forest Hills; they couldn’t wait to see, talk, touch each other.

  She’d come wide awake at the sound of his key in the door. They’d make love even if he was tired and bored from a long uneventful eight hours on patrol, or overly excited by the

  unexpected, wildly implausible events every cop encounters.




  She’d tell him about her student teaching classes: how much she liked the kids, how guilty she felt when she really couldn’t warm up to a particular student. He’d tell her

  about his amazement when he watched a group of women in their mid-thirties being booked for prostitution. All housewives from a community in Long Island, working the motels for some extra cash, for

  mortgage payments, clothes, an extra car. One even was sending her kid to a private school to protect her from the riffraff in the public school.




  They talked about the odd things people did, the peculiar way lives were lived. He couldn’t get over the way total strangers confided in him: men and women both, telling him their deepest

  thoughts and hopes, their sex lives, some of their darkest deeds and regrets. Nick had a sympathetic manner, but he was often uneasy about what was told to him. But he could tell Kathy anything.

  Actually, whatever he saw or encountered didn’t seem complete until he shared it with her.




  Some of the mounting tension between them began as he became more and more involved in the criminal justice system. He couldn’t believe the way the law, as written and practiced, bent over

  backward to favor the criminal. The bad guys walked free while citizens started to live behind expensive, decorative bars and triple locks and signal devices. He’d lock a guy up and meet him

  hours later on the street, bailed out or d.o.r.




  When Kathy argued that some bad guys were bound to benefit from laws that were necessary to protect the innocent, Nick gave up arguing. Her government classes taught her one thing; his reality

  showed him another. Nick had never seen an innocent guy stay locked up. He sure as hell saw plenty of guilty perps walk free, grinning at their victims. The randomness of the system was

  overwhelming. A guy walked on the whim of a judge; on a technicality because someone was careless; or because the DA just couldn’t be bothered, and agreed to a deal without really knowing

  what was involved. He watched vicious, violent crimes bargained down and adjudicated for time served. And, on occasion, he’d seen the bad guys walk because of something much more sinister:

  outside interference. Manipulation. Corruption.




  Kathy maintained her schoolgirl innocence and confidence. In one bitter argument, he told her he was glad she hadn’t become a lawyer. She’d have that revolving door spinning.




  She had influenced him, though, to continue college—and he had to admit he loved his classes at John Jay College of Criminal Justice. The courses were repeated, day and night, to

  accommodate the working tours for the cops going for their degrees. The civilians in the classes didn’t know the way the criminal justice system really worked. They just read the books and

  the learned opinions. No one told them about the deals cops had to make with the scum of the earth, who would become your informant-partner in order to reach even lower scum. No one taught them the

  difference between theory and practice.




  The kids Kathy taught in her senior high school government classes were suburban kids—mostly from intact families, with an average share of drug, alcohol, and sex abuse in their

  backgrounds. What she didn’t experience, on a day-to-day basis, was the kind of charged atmosphere in which a mob of high school kids would be ready to kill a best friend or casual

  acquaintance over a dirty look, an unintentional jostle, an offhand remark. Nick knew those kids—knew where they were coming from. He even knew the sociology behind it all. What he

  didn’t know was what the fuck was the solution.




  The slow decline of their marriage was caused by so many things: his long, irregular hours. His growing inability to discuss his work. Too many disagreements, too much theorizing. Cops tended to

  socialize with each other, and he admitted that he could be prone to their us-against-them attitude.




  But it wasn’t that either. Not really. Partly, it was women. It was a given, on the job, in uniform or out: A cop represented power and authority, and there was a wide and strange

  contingent of women who were turned on by the idea of a gun, handcuffs, and the absolute power to deprive someone of their liberty, even of their life. Not only submissive women; some very strong,

  dominant women just wanted, for a brief period of time, not to be the one making the moves and the decisions. It was a form of play, except cops’ wives wouldn’t see it that way.




  Nick hadn’t gotten into anything serious; nothing important, anyway. Hell, in this day of AIDS and other diseases, it wasn’t like the days he heard about from the old-timers. There

  were one or two women he’d met in the course of investigations. One complainant asked him to come over one evening to discuss the case she was involved in as a victim; her businessman husband

  was out of town and she was alone in her Park Avenue apartment and maybe he could just tell her about one thing or another? Nick would call home: he got stuck on an interview, not to worry.




  A whiff of perfume as he stripped off his clothes for his shower gave him away. The feeble explanation—some dweeb of a hooker went around spraying the crap on everyone in the squad

  room—was met with a cold stare. “They don’t make Chanel in a spray,” his wife observed through tight lips.




  After a while, whenever he stayed away from home, whether it was for a legitimate reason or not, he felt guilty. And so of course he acted guilty, and that made him mad. And Kathy madder.




  And another problem: Nick’s love of gambling. It started when he was in the service. What the hell else did a young single guy have to do with his time and money? It was fun, recreational.

  The betting never got too heavy. Sure, a few guys lived from payday to payday wiped out, but sometimes they hit on the numbers; made the point in a dice game; beat the odds in a tight horse race.

  Played their cards right.




  When he was a young cop, he’d pick up a tip—there was always a tip or two floating around the house. Third race at Hialeah, horse named Blame Me—that was

  irresistible—twenty-to-one and you wouldn’t swear a fix was in, but shit, a fix was in. Sometimes there was a big payoff. Sometimes not. Most times not, but what the hell, you play your

  walking-around money, not the rent.




  He made a lot of excuses to Kathy about short money on pay days: some guy’s kid had a terrible illness that insurance wouldn’t cover, so we all kicked in. There was a big drive for

  starving kids somewhere in some starving country. A coupla orphans at the scene of a double homicide were dressed in rags; been abused; no food, no toys, nothing. He went a little

  overboard—fifty bucks—but Christ, Kathy, those kids needed everything and they had nothing.




  They spoke about gambling and he tried to explain. Yes, he lost most of the time, but there was always that chance. Someone always wins. He agreed to set a maximum for betting money—not

  more than she spent on cosmetics, haircuts. Not important money, just walking-around money. But when an absolutely sure thing came along at Aqueduct and he laid down a heavy bet and it paid

  off—a coupla thousand bucks, for Christ’s sake—how the hell could he not play?




  After Peter was born, there was just enough money around—at least until Kathy went back to teaching—to cover necessities. He didn’t stop cold—he’d still get into

  the squad baseball, basketball pools—but he doled out his bets very carefully. Avoided getting into bad situations, which he had done a few times in the past.




  As he pulled into his driveway, Peter came toward him, followed by a couple of dogs. The oldest, Woof, was Peter’s. The others were temporary residents. Peter helped out at the local

  humane society, baby-sitting strays until they were permanently placed.




  Nick thumped the dogs one by one, while studying his son. Peter, at twelve, was at the tall and lanky stage. His face was not yet firmly defined; Nick could still see traces of a child’s

  softness around his mouth. But his eyes, amazingly black and thick-fringed, like his mother’s, no longer held their look of complete innocence and surprise at the world around him.




  By the time he worked his way into the house, Nick had managed a quick, hard hug for his son, a jostle with a few of the dogs.




  “Mom’s in the kitchen. Dinner’s almost ready.”




  There was that worried look on the boy’s face. It was hard to reassure him that everything was okay when he knew nothing was okay anymore.




  “Take care of these beasts, okay? See you later.”




  Kathy was pulling a roast chicken from the oven, and even with her back to him Nick knew exactly what to expect. Her body language was familiar. He moved aside as she put the pan on the counter.

  She turned to him, waiting.




  Her face was so familiar, too, with its traces of the young girl he had married. Slight lines from the corners of her eyes—laugh lines, although he couldn’t seem to make her laugh

  much anymore. She had her dark brown hair pulled back from her face in a ponytail. She wiped sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand as her large dark eyes narrowed and her mouth

  tightened. She was still as slim as a girl, and as conditioned as one of her high school students. She had always been considered “cute”: button nose, dimples, that attentive way of

  holding her head slightly to the side when she listened and got ready to voice her own opinion.




  Nick leaned forward and kissed her lightly on her mouth.




  “Sorry, babe. We got hung up last night and it was too late to call. Then we got stuck on a fixed post all day . . .”




  “Look, Nick, when you walk out that door, I literally don’t know if you’re ever coming back. With all the crazies out there . . . ” Then she took a deep breath and he

  knew she had been planning to say this for a long time. “I don’t know if you’re alive or dead. It would help to know, so that I’d be ready for whatever plans I had to

  make.”




  He responded, reacting to her tone. “Hey, if I was dead, someone would have come to let you know. And you wouldn’t have to make any plans. The department would handle it.

  All you’d have to do would be to attend.”




  Of course, he had gone way too far. He always did when he knew he was wrong. He immediately regretted the pain reflected on her face and caught the way she ground her teeth and blinked hard. She

  turned away and he reached out for her.




  “Hey, babe, I’m sorry. I’m really sorry. I should have called. Okay, Kath?”




  She waited for a moment. “Can we have a nice, family kind of dinner tonight? Peter’s been all tensed up. For once can we at least try to fool him into thinking we’re a normal,

  happy family?”




  “Hey, I can put on an act as good as the next guy.”




  She turned the coldest stare in the world on him: her black eyes froze. Kathy was a small woman, and when she thrust her chin up she looked like an angry child, but there was nothing childish

  about her anger.




  “You bastard,” she said softly.




  





  




  Chapter Three




  ONE OF THE SELLING POINTS WHEN THE DEVELOPMENT was being planned up in Spring Valley was that each of its homes was to be

  set upon a full acre. Along with the forty-five-minute commute to the city, good schools, nice people, that damn full acre seemed to appeal to all the cops, firemen, sanitation men, and every other

  type of New York City Civil Service employee looking to get out of Queens, the Bronx, and Brooklyn. Looking to get anywhere, as long as it wasn’t Long Island. It was not as crowded as the

  island and seemed a bit more laid-back: no crowded beaches or day trippers. Mostly year-round homes, with some summer residents and weekenders who would move in permanently after retirement. Block

  for block, Nick’s neighborhood was probably populated by more guys on the job than anywhere within commuting distance.




  As Nick raked the leaves and Peter bagged them, the dogs dove into each new pile, scattering Nick’s work.




  A loud voice yelled from the back door, leading to the kitchen. “What’s this all about?” Frank O’Hara, carrying a cellophane garment bag over his shoulder, shook his

  head. “Petey, you and your dad rake the leaves, the dogs scatter them? And who said you can’t teach old dogs new tricks?”




  As Peter led the dogs into the house, he was stopped by his uncle. “Here, kid, take your father’s suit inside.”




  It was an implicit dismissal.




  Nick leaned on the rake and tensed. He really didn’t need this shit just now.




  “Did ya a favor,” his uncle said, “picked up your suit at Clean ’n’ Carry. Happened to be passing and figured I’d save you the trip.”




  Nick nodded without responding, continued to pull the leaves into a pile.




  “Jesus, why don’t you break down and get yourself a blower like everybody else? Good for leaves—good for snow. Gonna be a real tough winter, lotta snow coming.”




  He hadn’t come to talk about the weather and both men knew it. Frank O’Hara, a deputy inspector in the New York City Police Department, was one of those barrel-chested,

  wide-shouldered guys you’d want on your side if things got rough. The funny thing was, Frank was one of the gentlest men Nick had ever known. In all the years Nick had lived with Frank and

  his family, when he was growing up, he’d never seen him do anything more physically threatening than raise his eyebrows and lower his voice in a certain way. That was all he had to do to

  impress his sons, and Nick.




  There was only one time Nick had ever seen Frank hit anyone. The family had been sitting around the kitchen table over hot chocolate one night. His aunt, Mary, got up from time to time to

  replenish a cup, get more cookies. Frank was a great storyteller and he had everyone roaring over some baseball goof-up he’d witnessed at Yankee Stadium when he was a kid. Frank suddenly

  flung his arms wide to make a point and caught his wife on the side of her head, knocking her out cold before she even hit the floor.




  It was hard to know what was worse for Frank: his absolute horror at what he had done to his wife, or the way the doctors at the emergency room looked at him and coldly asked him what

  happened.




  If any sixty-year-old man could be said to have an innocent face, that would be Frank O’Hara. His soft voice, sweet smile, and sympathetic manner had fooled many a culprit into a

  confession he seemed to think he was entrusting to a priest.




  Frank sat on top of the picnic table that would soon be stored away. Another game of suburbia: take certain items out, store them away again.




  Nick dropped his rake and stood in front of his uncle. He used the technique Frank had taught him when he was a kid. Just keep looking into someone’s eyes without any expression whatsoever

  and wait him out.




  Frank knew what he was doing; he shook his head and stood up. “Okay. Okay, Nick. I wanted to talk to you for a minute. Just wanted a word with you, okay?”




  “About what?”




  “You know damn well about what. Look, the word is out about your grandfather’s party tomorrow.” Even though Frank was no taller than Nick, he always seemed to tower over his

  nephew. “I’ve been picking up things from all over. There are going to be some very heavy hitters there. From Philly, Miami, Atlantic City. The whole damn East Coast.”




  “To wish him a happy birthday. To honor him.”




  Frank wiped his mouth roughly. “Yeah, well, you and Peter and Kathy are going to honor him for his birthday. So, okay, give him the hug and the kiss and the present and get on your way,

  right? Nicky, there’s gonna be a lot of surveillance goin’ on. Local, state, and fed. Combined task forces, the works.”




  Nick spoke very carefully, trying, but not really succeeding, to contain his anger. “Jesus, Frank, gimme a break. This is my grandfather. He’s an old man—”




  “He’s the youngest seventy-five-year-old man in the world, Nick. He’s still operating, still running things. He’s still in charge. All these guys are coming to look over

  your cousin Richie. It’s gonna be like—well, wadda ya think? Richie is the heir . . .”




  “Richie Ventura is my shit-faced cousin. Period. That’s all I know about him. He has nothing to do with me. I don’t know and don’t care a damn about anything he is or

  isn’t going to do with his life, capisce?”




  “Nick, you’re a member of the New York City Police Department. You gotta know what this party is: It’s practically a commission meeting, to make the big announcement, right

  from the old man’s mouth, that Richie . . .”




  “Gimme a break, Frank. I see my grandfather, what, three, four fucking times a year, holidays only. He is my grandfather. Anything else, I don’t know about. Period.”




  Of course, Nick knew more than enough about “anything else.” He chose not to acknowledge what he would not discuss.




  Frank shoved his hands into the pockets of his jacket; he wished he still smoked. “Your grandfather is head of the Ventura Enterprises, which is responsible for—”




  “Ventura Enterprises runs legitimate businesses. He’s a businessman with solid legal investments who pays his taxes, gives employment to a helluva lotta people.”




  “Tell me something, kid. How the hell does a ‘businessman,’ starting from scratch, get his hands into so many pies? Trucking; commercial laundries; restaurants; convenience

  stores; cement and brick factories; used car lots; car parts; construction; garment manufacturing; food distributors. Not to mention chunks of stock in hotels, clubs—”
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