

  

[image: ]

    



  




  



    [image: ]



  




  Messiah ... Money & Mayhem 




  




  Copyright © 2017 David Marcus Gilbert




  All Rights Reserved




  ISBN 978-3-946679-32-5 EPUB




  Publisher: Gueran




  All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.




   




  




  DAVID MARCUS GILBERT




   is a former chef / restaurateur / hotelier, consultant and food blogger. He has worked in nineteen (19) countries on four continents. Before entering the hospitality industry he was a technology broker dealing, mostly by choice ... on the dark side. His combined careers give him a unique insight and greatly influence his writing. He lives in Italy and continues to travel the world. 




  



    [image: ]



  




Messiah ... Money & Mayhem




  2017




   




   




   




   




  1994




  Mitchell Krinsky eased the shell white Volvo 240DL wagon into an empty space in the small parking lot that fronted D'Aiuto's Discount Wines & Spirits. His new employer was expecting them for dinner. Karly, Mitch's second wife, had just reminded him again, on his new cellular phone, that they needed to show up with a decent bottle of wine. After the last fiasco, when Mitch had insisted on bringing a royal blue tin of Danish butter cookies, his wife had grabbed the reins. That would not happen again.




     "Get a nice bottle. Something expensive. And they always cook Italian."




  Karly Krinsky was determined to make Mitchell the Head of Division, a position which had recently been created. This dinner party would be an important opportunity to show his boss that he was ready.




  D'Aiuto's was on Route 17, just a few minutes from their house. The illuminated sign out front wished Mike and Diane a








  HAP Y 10TH ANNI ERSARY




  



Even though Frankie Aiello took out half page ads in the Bergen Record it still remained a mostly local shop.




  He locked the car, set the alarm and jogged the ten yards across the lot. It was already a quarter of seven, and they were expected no later than eight. The automatic door was still not working after half a dozen repairs. A hand written sign, taped to the glass, apologized for the inconvenience. Mitch pushed his way in and searched for a clerk. He knew nothing at all about wine. Karly'd cautioned him to get some advice.




     "Excuse me," he said to a guy with a pipe stuck in his mouth, "I can use some help picking out a wine."




     "I'm sure you can," he replied." Why don't you ask someone who works here."




  Krinsky shook his head in a sort of semi-apology and spotted a heavyset guy wearing a badge that identified him as "ART - ASK ME!"




     "O.K. Art. I need your advice."




     "Talk to me."




     "Italian, white, not too expensive."




  The sales clerk shook his head, knowingly, then turned and headed towards a wall of bottles under a neon ITALY, buzzing in red, white and green.




     "Dry or sweet?




     "It's for a dinner."




     "Dry. How much you wanna spend?"




     "That's no problem. I mean, not a hundred bucks. Like fifteen, twenty?"




     "Cortese. Same grape as Gavi. A terrific wine. Good as Gavi for a lot less. Let's see."




  While the clerk looked for the wine, Krinsky eyed the cashier. He saw the white plastic VISA, like a dashboard Jesus, atop the register. 'Thank you god.' Mitch never had enough cash.




     "This is a good one. Conte-Candoli. Goes with everything."




     "Fine. I'll take it."




  He grabbed the bottle and took his place on line behind the pipe smoker, who was reaching for his wallet. The jerk pulled on the unlit pipe and waited for the cashier to applaud his selection.




     "Young lady, I’d suggest you try this Brouilly with a classic ragout of lamb!"




     "Ten-oh-eight with the tax."




     "Note of vanilla on the finish. That's how you tell the good ones."




     "Who’s next?"




  Mitchell paid for the wine, signed the charge slip and bolted out of the store. It was already five after seven. At this rate he'd have to skip the shower.




     "Aw fuck," he groaned. His horn was blasting on and off. That’s when he spotted the broken taillight. Somebody had smacked him while he was in the shop. Shards of red plastic covered the ground just to the left of his rear bumper. "Fuck!" he shouted as he slammed the driver's door, killed the alarm and headed home.




  Ten minutes later he was in their bedroom, changing his shirt. Karly was pacing the floor.




     "I cannot believe this, Mitchell. Sometimes you really piss me off!".




     "Hey, it's not my fault that the fucking bridge was backed up. Don't worry. The old man'll be late too."




     "It's his goddamn house! He can do whatever the fuck he wants."




     "O.K. I'll be ready in two minutes. How's this tie?"




     "Awful. Can we please get out of here?"




   




  Nicolas Drago lived in an overstated mock Tudor home. The fourteen room mini-mansion was set back from the road in a stand of Norfolk Pines. Nicky, as he preferred to be called, was a self made man. His business, started from nothing, had grown into the metropolitan area's largest independent shoe chain. With sixty-three stores in three states, he was riding high.




  HOMEBOYZ SNEAKER CRIB was a huge success. Other firms had entered the fray, but nobody out-played Nico. He purposely opened his stores in the metropolitan area’s most impoverished sections. Drago had once been invited to a New York Knicks dinner and had sat next to the legendary Bernard King. At the time, Bernard was ‘The Man’ to most inner-city kids. They imitated his moves on the basketball court and whatever B.K. wore, they wore.




     "Hey. You that shoe store dude. I recognize you from the commercials." He smiled at Nicolas. "Why don't me and you open some places where kids can buy my kicks?"




     "Interesting idea. Let me think on it."




  Drago thought on it for the rest of the evening and the following day took Bernard's advice. He began to plan a series of stores selling what the star had suggested. Of course, he never bothered to thank Bernard for giving him the idea and compensation was out of the question. 'Fuck him,' thought Nicky. 'Shoes are my game. Niggers, they got their own.' Ten years later, Nicolas Drago (born Nicola Braggi) was a very rich man with some very ambitious ideas for the future. That's where Mitchell fit in. The shoe king knew little or nothing about sweatshirts or gym shorts but was smart enough to hire some experts. This "garmento" Krinsky was just who Nicky was looking for. He was young, but not too young, and had a track record on Seventh Ave.




     "Tina!" No answer. "Tina, goddamn it! Where the hell are you?" Nicolas Drago had treated his wife like shit for the past twenty-nine years. That she stayed with him said more about her than him. "You're a doormat," her brother Vincent told her over and over. Her response was always the same. What was she supposed to do? They had children and good Catholics stayed married, no matter what. That was the way she was raised. Didn't her mother suffer the same way? She put up with him because that's how it is.




     "I'm here. You don't have to scream."




     "You know how important this dinner is. I got a feeling this kid's gettin' ready to bolt on me. I need him to stay put. What I don't want is he should hold me up. Capish?"




     "Whatever it is you want from him, Nicolas, I'm sure you'll get it."




     "Just don't open a mouth to him - like the last time. So he brought some kind'a shitty fuckin' cookies. 'Mr. Drago only eats Italian cookies.' He mimicked her New Haven accent. "You made the fuckin' kid turn purple! Just smile and say 'thank you' if he brings 'em again. Whadda' we gonna’ eat?"




    "Linguine red clams and brajole RED SAUCE. Everything red. What a surprise."




    "So I like my gravy red. What's so terrible? I know it ain't fancy enough for your company. They gotta have filet fuckin' mignon. Sue me if I wanna eat like a fuckin' wop, Mrs. French Fuckin’ Gourmet. Too goddamn bad. It was good enough for my mother, may she rest in peace. Besides, this is a fuckin' jewboy from Queens. It'll be a treat for him. Like goin' to fuckin' Little Italy for San Gennaro!" She gasped and crossed herself. "Except here we dish it up on china plates."




  The doorbell rang, or, more correctly, it chimed. Caterina Drago loved that door chime.




     "Leave Maria answer the door," he bellowed from the stairs on his way up to the second floor bedroom. Their dinner guests would be impressed by a maid in uniform. She sighed as their new housekeeper came out from the kitchen to open the heavy stained glass front door.




     "How very nice of you to come this evening. "Tina, as everyone called her, forced a smile and shook hands with Mitchell and Karly Krinsky. Maria led them into the den.




     "Some white wine for dinner, Mrs. Drago." He handed her the bottle.




     "That's very thoughtful, Mitchell. I’ll just save it for another occasion. We’re drinking red with dinner this evening."




  Krinsky's chin dropped in the general direction of the marble tiled floor.




     "I think my husband meant that we hope you'll enjoy the wine some time - when it's appropriate."




     "Yes, I'm sure he did, Mrs. Krinsky. Excuse me just a moment. I need a quick word with the cook."




     "The guy at D'Auito's said it went with everything," he whispered to Karly, after their hostess had left the room.




     "Mitchell, why can't you just keep your mouth shut? You could have just handed her the bottle, for Christ's sake." They spotted the ornate plaster crucifix at the very same moment. Despite their sniping at each other they both had to laugh.




     "Working for goyim. My old man would’ve shit."




     "Shut up Mitchell, here comes Nicky."




  Their host bounded into the room dressed in a grey and fuchsia jogging outfit that Krinsky had designed.




     "Mitchell! Karly! Glad you could make it."




     "A pleasure, Nicky. We've been looking forward to this all week." Mitchell shot her a glance. She'd always called him Mr. Drago.




     "Great. Hey, you didn't happen to bring anymore of those cookies, did you? They were pretty tasty. We really loved ‘em!"




     "But I thought ...," started Mitchell. Karly cut him off.




     "Mitchell brought a nice Italian wine. Please enjoy it when it's appropriate to what you're having."




     "What's wrong with now? I'll go open it up." He left the room, turning back for a second." You like linguine, right?" Nicky Drago didn't wait for answers.




   




     "No. I'm sure he said Jackie Baker. I heard it in the car. Sugar Simms played like twenty minutes of it."




     "Sorry, but it's not ringing any bells. Is it old?"




     "I don't think so."




     "Then I'm double sure I don't have it."




     "Anybody else in town, you think?"




     "If I don't have it, boss, you're not gonna find it anyplace."




     "Maybe I should call the station."




     "You do that. Just get me some more information."




     "Cool. Thanks, brother man."




     'Dickhead,' thought old Lawrence Mack, as the well dressed black man buttoned his Burberry trench coat and left. If there was one thing he had no patience for, it was a stuck-up nigger  trying to be somethin' he wasn't. 'Brother man' my ass. Oreo piece a shit!"




  Axle Green stepped out into the cold Chicago night. His grandfather used to refer to the ferocious wind as "the hawk." He loved that expression. It was so ... righteous. Ax was making money. Real money. He was, at age forty, the youngest vice-president at First Illinois Bank. His family finally had someone to be proud of. He'd known, since the first time he'd gone into a bank with his dad, who'd bolted together G.M. chassis for thirty-two years, that this was the job he wanted. His friends had all laughed. Well, they weren't laughing anymore. His income had steadily climbed since joining the bank. Last year he'd pulled in two hundred plus. Axle checked his Rolex Submariner. Right on time. He walked along West Madison, turned right on Michigan Avenue, then crossed the street to the headquarters of First Illinois. He'd jump in his bright red 300ZX and be at Ambrosia by eight. The attendant gave him a wave as he wheeled out from the parking garage under the bank. 'Yes indeed, I love that space with my name on it.' Out on Lake Shore Drive he watched the shivering masses, at war with the brutal cold. 'Frozen mother fuckers,' he laughed, as he tweaked the digital climate control. The traffic was heavier than he'd expected. Joanna would just have to wait. Ah! Joanna. The final frontier. Joanna Van Dorn, as in Benton & Van Dorn, the largest discount brokerage in the United States. There was even talk that they were about to take over a major New York bank. 'Why not make it Benton-Van Dorn & Green.' It wasn't so farfetched. She was crazy about him and her father was so far gone that he couldn't even put on his pants. Their majordomo, Nelson, had assumed that unpleasant chore after Van Dorn's wife had disappeared. Joanna's mother's mysterious departure was something they never discussed. Ax had heard that it had something to do with Scientology. So there it was. Right there before him. Marry the daughter and bingo. She didn't seem to care that he was "a negro" as her mother had referred to him, before she split for England. Or was it Florida at the moment? No matter. Tonight he'd sort of hint at what he knew she wanted. Mrs. Axle Green had a nice ring to it, he thought.




  Ambrosia was the best restaurant in Chicago. The owner was an old friend of the Van Dorns and Ax loved the fuss that they made. He pulled the slick sports car up to the entrance and waited for his door to be opened.




     "Treat her gentle, my man," he said to the valet, slipping him some skin.




     "Sure enough, Mr. G. I'll put her right there," pointing to the most prestigious place. There were customers’ BMW’s and Jags parked further down the street. But this spot was deliberately left for him. Axle had his secretary drop by at lunch and deliver the man a crisp new fifty.




     "Good evening Mr. Green. Nice to see you again." forced the bronzed Maitre'd.




     "Good evening Dario. Miss Van Dorn here yet?" Darijo Jervic could barely produce a smile.




     "Yes, sir. She's with Mr. Mancini in the bar. They asked that you join them."




     "Thank you. I believe I know the way."




     "I'm sure you do sir," replied the Serb. The small space was dominated by an enormous pasta sculpture, framed in gold and hung on the wall behind the bar. Perhaps someday the banker would understand its appeal.




     "Axle, darling."




     "Mr. Green. Buona sera"




     "Good evening Gino." The two men shook hands. Joanna tilted her mouth up and accepted his kiss.




     "And how is ChiTown's most eligible and more importantly, most gorgeous bachelorette?"




     "Divine, my sweet."




  The reality was that Axle was half right. She was certainly the most eligible, if money was the measure. As for gorgeous. Well. Whoever first said that beauty was in the eye of the beholder deserved the Nobel prize for good manners. The nicest thing that you could say about Joanna Van Dorn's appearance was that there was never a hair out of place. Three hundred bucks a pop got you a really terrific haircut. Her hairdresser, Eduardo, whom some snidely referred to as Mr. Ed, arrived at her home each morning. Her clothes were bespoke from the best ateliers in Paris. For a hundred and eighty five pounder, this was often quite an adventure.




     "Axle, I'm famished. I think we’ll just skip the cocktails tonight, Gino."




     "Whatever you like, my sweet. I'm actually hungry, myself. We’re ready, Gino."




     "I'll have Darijo seat you. Buon appetito, ragazzi."




     "Grazie, Gino. Molto gentile." Joanna had spent a semester studying Renaissance portraits at the British Institute in Florence. They were escorted into the rococo dining room and seated at a large corner booth. The room was what a certain kind of twit would call "a riot of white and gold." It reminded Axle of some movie he'd once seen, something about a French king, played by what's his name, Rob Steiger.




     "Buona sera," smiled a smarmy captain in a Today’s Man dinner jacket, appearing from behind a potted plant.




     "Buona sera, Carlo. Come va?"




     "Benissimo, signorina. Grazie. Hai fame?"




     "Sempre, Carlo."




  They laughed. Axle might have been just another vase of flowers to them. 'Bitch,' he thought. 'I'll make her beg me for it later.'




     "Tonight, as antipasto, we have a lovely mousse di salmone affumicato. Molto delicato. Very delicious. We have a tartare of Sicilian tuna, served with a light, light mint maionese ... and an insalata di mare, fresh-fresh. Very nice tonight with red shrimps from Spain."




     "Ooh, Axle! They all sound yummy. Let's have one of each. Shall we share?"




     "Joanna, order whatever you like." He was still fuming.




     "Signorina. For the vino, this evening?"A nice dry white with the antipasti, no?"




     "Fine," shot Axle, not giving his companion a chance to reply.




  The captain immediately picked up on the vibe. He'd put this clown in his place. After all, the Van Dorns, not this mulignan, were his bread and butter.




     "Do you have a white you prefer, Signore Green?"




     "What do you suggest, Carlo?" Joanna made a noble attempt to save face for Axle.




     "Perhaps the gentleman should like to try an Arneis. It would be an interesting choice."




     "Fine," growled Axle as the captain turned and left.




     "Oh. Poor baby have his feelings hurt?" Joanna grabbed him under the table. In spite of his anger, he immediately hardened.




     "Fuck you, Joanna!" She glared at him. He smiled to break the tension, leaned over and planted a kiss on her lips. Not too passionate. But not too perfunctory either. The focus of his thoughts, as always, remained on the corner office at Benton, Van Dorn & Green.




   




  Sometimes shit just happens. Take for example the case of Juan Maria Guizado Barbosa, scion of one of Argentina's oldest and wealthiest families. Juan Maria enjoyed the life of a playboy. He drove a Ferrari Testarossa, had apartments in Caracas, Miami, and in New York's Trump Tower. He'd studied law when he was at school in Spain and considered himself an expert in the Catalan Modernism of Gaudi and all facets of romance. The enormous holdings of his family allowed him to live well without the need to work. On this rainy day he was sitting in the breakfast room of his mother's country home, a few hours outside of Mendoza. The maid had just brought him the latest La Prensa, trucked in from Buenos Aires. He immediately turned to the sports pages for news of his latest polo performance. He scoffed as he read about Raphael Rodriguez and that transplanted Nazi, Karl Gabler. But no news at all of himself. His team was suffering a terrible dry spell. It had been days since he'd made the big city papers. He sipped his feca and picked up another section of the enormous Sunday paper. There on the front of the travel section was a picture that really ticked him off. His cousin Paulino stared up from the page. He was shaking hands with the great El Dulce, Spain's #1 matador. In the photo, "The sweet one"had his left arm around Felipe Gonzalez, the popular Prime Minister.




     "That maricon Niño is probably sucking Felipe's fat cock right now," he grunted angrily.




     "Dispénseme, Juano?"




     "Nada, mama. I was just talking to myself. I'm thinking about going to Spain today."




     "Spain, mi cordero?"




     "I need a change of scenery."




     "You can go to B.A. for that. Why all the way to Madrid?"




     "Not Madrid, mama. I need to go to Sevilla." Once more, he glared at the newspaper. The King, Juan Carlos, who was adored by Argentines of Spanish descent, would be spending a month in the old southern city. He was determined to have his photo taken embracing his majesty. Juan Maria would show everyone which Barbosa had the real status.




     "But Juano, I never get to see you. And you promised to stay here all week. You've only just arrived, and now you're off to Sevilla."




     "Then why don't you come with me? It will be good for you. That's it! I've made up my mind. You'll come to Sevilla today."




     "But Juano ..."




     "No mama. My mind is made up. Go tell Estella to pack your bags. I'll call for the tickets right now."




  She laughed. This crazy son could make her do wild things. He jumped up from the table and crossed the kitchen to the telephone. Juan Maria looked up the number and quickly dialed the phone. He tried Aerolineas first. Their Madrid flight was full. The next call was to Iberia. They had no departures until the next evening. However, if he must go today, they could get him to Rome on Alitalia with a good connection to Sevilla. And yes, first class was available all the way through.




     "Bueno. Alitalia esta noche a través de Roma. Si, dos. Si, si, muchas gracias!"




     "Mama! It's set. We leave this evening."




  Two hours later they were on their way to Buenos Aires. There was plenty of time to make their flight, so Juan Maria let up a bit on the pedal. Their luggage had been sent on ahead, so that they could ride in the small Ferrari in comfort. Mama was never quite comfortable in the close confines of the bright yellow Testarosa, but she loved to drive with her son. They arrived in the city, entrusted the car to one of their housemen and were driven to Ezeiza by Alvino, their city chauffeur, dressed in his crisp grey, black and white livery.




  The Alitalia flight left Buenos Aires half an hour late. By the time mama felt properly settled in her seat it was nearly time for dinner. The balding Senior Cabin Manager proffered them menus as well as a glass of spumante. The Ca' del Bosco Brut was flowing freely in the front cabin of the 747. Doña Melina had been sipping champagne since just after nine that morning and was starting to feel the effects. They studied the menu together.




     "You must admit, Mama, the Italians do have a way with food."




  Juan Maria nibbled on a small mountain of icy orange crab claws.




     "Yes, I suppose they do. It's just so .... I mean, look at this menu. To serve us turkey at the prices they charge for this ticket. And this one. STOCCAFISSO ACCOMODATO! It says it's "stockfish." Never! I don't feed this to my workers. Call the steward. I'm sorry. This is not acceptable."




     "It’s bacalao, mama. Perhaps they have something else. Let's find out."




  Juan Maria punched the call button. The elegant Cabin Manager reappeared almost immediately.




     "Signore. How may I help you?"




     "My mother is unhappy with your dinner selections."




     "Young man," snapped the Doña, even though the chief steward was probably close to sixty." The idea of serving turkey in the first class is appalling. Don't you have anything else?"




     "Signora, this is not simply turkey. This is cotoletta di tacchino alla bolognese. One of the most celebrated of all the dishes from the most splendid city in Italy for dining. Bologna, La Grassa, signora. Bologna-the fat, as they call it"




     "Very well. How is it prepared?"




     "Signora this is a dish that is only attempted when the fresh truffles from Alba are in season. Perhaps we will only be able to offer this for two or three weeks this year. Truly something to be savored. The prosciutto ham from Parma, the parmigiano cheese, the Marsala wine. And the tacchino, signora. I assure you, the beast is of the very best quality."




     "Please. Enough selling. Just bring it and make sure the meat is well cooked. It's such a filthy bird to begin with. We would never serve it at home."




     "As you wish, signora. And you signore. The same?"




     "How is the fish? Is it very dry?"




     "Ah! I understand now the problem. The English translation is somehow not very, how shall I say, appetizing. This is stoccafisso alla Genovese. A much honored meal in Genova. Believe me, it is also among the most important regional dishes of Italy. In fact, this month we honor a different city for each of our second plates."




     "Then I accept. Bring us a good wine with the dinner. My mother cannot take red wine. This evening we shall drink a blanco, something Argentine."




     "I'm very sorry, signore. We carry only Italian wines on board. I'm sure that we can satisfy the lady. I'll have my colleague bring the cart to you straight away."




   




  Rémy Limon reached for his cigarettes. "Merde." The pack was empty. He looked at his watch. "Mon dieu." It was past three in the morning. He'd been at these figures all night. The more he looked the worse it became. Sales were dreadful. It wasn't just the weak dollar that was killing his business, it was also the competition. Chile, Australia, even South Africa was getting into the act. Never mind the Italians, with their pis d'caval. They were suffering as much as he was. The very idea that anyone would prefer another wine over his beloved Muscadet was unthinkable. But there it was, in black and white. Sales were down another 9% on top of last year's disastrous slide. What was happening to this world? Ah well, things would be better next year. The head of his coopérative had assured the members, only last week, that something was being done. It had even been on the television. Well, it better be true. There was little time remaining for Rémy. Another year like this and he'd be finished. After five generations there would be no more summer fetes, no more harvest dinners, no more Chateau Gros Limon.




   




     "Eccola! Arneis from Cornegliano." The tuxedoed captain poured a bit of the wine into Axle Green's glass.




     "It's fine." The banker nodded his approval after a clumsy swirl and a sniff.




     'Like this scimmia might know the difference,' thought Carlo, to himself. He poured them each a half-glass. A waiter appeared with their antipasti and served a bit of each to the couple.




     "Buon appetito."




     "Grazie, Carlo," replied the lady, as she swallowed a forkful of tuna.




     "Mmm. Ax, you have to try this." She pointed at the tuna with her fork.




     "Are you sure it's cooked enough? It looks raw to me"




     "It's tartare, silly. It is raw."




     "Oh," was his feeble response, as she reached for the wine, emptying the glass with one swallow.




     "Salute, darling," she laughed.




  Joanna was polishing off the remains from Axle's plate when Carlo made his return.




     "Buona?"




     "Buonissima, grazie."




     "Primo tonight, signorina?




     "Si. Axle, feel like some pasta, baby?"




     "Whatever you like, Jo. But no more fish."




     "Isn't he adorable, Carlo?" She reached out and stroked her companion’s cheek.




     "Pappardelle, SUGO DI LEPRE? Do you fancy lepre, signore?" The captain just couldn't resist.




     "Perhaps the gentleman would care for something else ... less adventurous." Joanna, again, to the rescue.




     "Bring us two," shot Axle, purple with rage.




     "Bravo, Signore. The wild hare is very tasty today. Flown in fresh, from Italy" he lied, while pouring the remains of the white wine into Joanna's glass. "Another bottle?"




     "No. I'm thinking rosso with the lepre."




     "Brava, signorina. Barolo?"




     "Don't you think?"




     "Ottima scelta. Mascarello '82? Remember? You enjoyed it so much the last time."




     "Va bene, Carlo. Grazie."




  When the captain left, Axle exploded.




     "He's fuckin' with me. He doesn't have to talk down to me like that!"




     "Axle, he's doing his job."




     "Insulting me is not his fucking job!"




     "I think you're just the teensiest bit too sensitive."




     "I'm sorry, Joanna. That kind of shit pisses me off."




  A strange, far away look in her eyes made him suddenly uneasy.




     "Sick," she whispered. "I'm going to be ssss ..." Joanna Van Doren collapsed, face down, into the last of the pale pink mousse.




   




  The Air France flight from Paris touched down at twenty minutes to nine in the morning. It was already hot and humid. Léon Drei watched the first of the passengers come through the security doors. After a few minutes he spotted his brother, Henri, looking no different than the dozens of other arriving passengers. This was good. There had been no trouble with immigration or customs. The younger man glanced at him and headed in Léon’s direction.




     "The car is outside. Everything all right?" They embraced.




     "No trouble at all. I have everything with me."




     "Excellent."




     "How was Paris?"




     "Meh."




  The two men walked, stride for stride through the sliding glass doors, across the walkway, past the uniformed taxi dispatcher and down a short flight of stairs. It was Sunday morning and the airport was surprisingly quiet. They entered the parking garage through an open gate, walked down a line of cars, finally stopping at a black Crown Vic that had seen better days.




     "Are we staying in town, or going straight there?"




     "Straight there. No surprises, Henri. You know how he gets."




     "Right. You'd think, after all these years, that he'd learn to just take it easy. Relax a little. No?"




     "Our work's only just beginning. I find it hard to believe that you don't realize that."




     "I only meant ..."




     "It doesn't matter what you meant. You don't get it, do you? You and me, we don’t count. We're worker bees. Don't ever lose sight of that. Look, Henri, I'm not criticizing. You're a good boy. But this is war. You see how he is. He knows. It wouldn’t hurt to act like him. Be pious, but be strong! "




     "You're right Léon. You're always right. That's why I love you. You and the others. Since the very beginning."




     "We're going to succeed, Henri. Then you get your reward. Like it's supposed to be. So, tell me. Was it hard in Paris? They treated you well?"




     "They don't seem so serious."




     "It will be easier for all of them. Once he’s here. When the Moshiach ..."




     "How long do you think before ...?"




     "Soon, Henri. Very soon."




   




  Giusy Brunetta glanced in the mirror then dropped the Dior compact back in her purse. She put the bag, an old Valentino, from when he was still doing designs for the airline, into the storage bin under the galley sink. She undid the wheel brake on the first class cart and pushed it into the aisle. Were these getting heavier, or was she getting older? Ten years ago it wasn't such a struggle. That was how long she'd been walking these aisles. How many kilometers did they say they walked on the South American routes? Ten? Lately it had felt like a hundred. She'd taken this job to land a rich husband but so far she'd only been promised. "I promise to call you," and "I promise, I'm not married." Each time she felt it was going to be different. That 'this one is really sincere.' But in the end they were all alike. Just like the one in 3B. The purser had asked her to give special attention to Sig. Barbosa, who'd been VIP'd by the Milano operations desk. Guisy shoved the drink cart past two aging Cardinals, seated in 2A and B.




     "Signore, Signora, some wine with your dinner?" She flashed the smile that had won her Miss Vibo Valentia 1981.




  Juan Maria looked up, shot her some cuff, exposing an overstated Hublot gold and diamond watch.




     "Si, cariña. Por favor. Mama, some wine?"




     "Whatever you like, Juano. These airliner wines all taste the same to me."




     "Tell me, linda, what do you like?" He leered, as if he already knew the answer. She looked back at him, as if she'd never heard it before.




     "It's what you like, signore, that's important to me."




     "Very well then, something with a nice long finish."




     "That excites the back of the throat. I have just what you’re looking for."




  Giusy reached for the Villa Valente Gavi and poured a taste for Don Juano. He sampled it slowly. His eyes never left the woman.




     "As delicious as you are beautiful."




     "Si, squisito da vero, signore."




  She filled their glasses, turned away and offered her wines to the priests. Juan Maria did not merely undress her with his dark beady eyes. This kind of man prefers the tongue. Like a lizard eating an insect. That was how Barbosa enjoyed devouring his women.




  The Cabin Manager delivered each of them a small garlicky bagna caöda.




     "And this is what?" She pointed to a crisp piece of cardoon on her plate.




     "This is cardo from the Monferrato. An essential part of the dish, signora."




     "Take it away now. It looks rotten!"




     "As you like, signora."




     "Don't you have caviar? Or is that not Italian enough?"




     "Let me have a look."




     "Dios mio, Juano."




     "What is it, mama?"




     "As I said before. This was a mistake. I should never have allowed you to talk me into this trip. A vegetable like this ... served in the first class. This would not happen on Aerolineas. Italians! How did they ever conquer the world?"




  The steward returned with a tin of osetra caviar that the crew had put aside for themselves.




     "Signora. I hope that this will be more to your liking." He presented her with a generous portion.




     "That's much better. And another glass of wine for my son. If it's not too much trouble."




     "Subito, signora. I’ll be back in a just a moment." Suddenly, the Argentine’s eyes widened for the last time in his life. He turned towards his mother. At that same moment, Piero Selvatico, Alitalia's most senior flight attendant, was looking stage left towards Giusy Brunetta as Don Juano took his final bow.




   




  At the Centers for Disease Control, Keshore Patel returned the letter he’d just received to its envelope. His uncle certainly had a gift. He could write like the great Vishnu poets. And such joyous news! Keshore's nephew had been appointed as an Associate Professor in the chemistry department at the University of The Punjab, in Lahore. And at age twenty-five! So wonderful was this news, that he decided to take the letter with him to lunch and read it over again. Keshore opened his desk drawer and took out the foil package his wife had carefully wrapped. Curry egg was his favorite treat. Everyone in the staff cafeteria knew when she prepared it. He got up from his chair, turned off the desk lamp and walked across the room.




     "Ready, Luis? It's already past twelve."




     "One more minute. I'm just finishing up this report."




  Keshore paused for a moment and gazed out the window at the broad expanse of lawn. The winters in Atlanta were milder than any he'd seen in the six years he’d spent in New York. It was already November, but the grass still remained a luxuriant green. His friend, Luis Vega-Llosa, who'd gotten him this post, missed his old hometown. Brooklyn had been a frightening place for Keshore Patel, but to Vega-Llosa it was heaven on earth. The two men strolled the length of the hallway, their arms linked loosely together. They stopped at the elevator and waited patiently. It was rush hour.




     "Keshore! Just a second. There's a phone call for you." The voice belonged to one of the woman who covered the lunch hour switchboard.




     "Thank you." He picked up a desk phone, and tapped the blinking button.




     "Dr. Patel here ... Yes, I'll hold ... Tommy, what a nice surprise! How's everything in Chicago? Breezy, as ever? Ha! Ha! ... I see ... I understand ... Yes, of course ... Send me a fax as soon as your tests are complete ... The sooner the better ... You too ... Regards to your lovely bride ... cheers."




     "Leong?"




     "Yes. It seems that a young woman died last evening. In some fancy restaurant. They suspect it may be MITH."




     "Anyone else affected?"




     "No. That's the strange part. She wasn't drinking alone."




     "Not so strange. I've seen cases where you have a single vic  and everyone else is O.K."




     "Not much consolation for the d.b. I'm anxious to see the tests. I'll bet five dollars they were drinking an Italian wine."




     "You'd think those people would have learned a lesson."




     "No bet, Doctor?"




     "No way, Jose."




   




  Nicky Drago grabbed a handful of shucked littlenecks, opened his mouth and tossed them in. He raised his eyebrows and smiled.




     "Hey, I just opened those clams. Lay off Mr. D! That's for your dinner."




     "Sorry, Paulie. I couldn't resist." Maria's husband, who did the cooking and drove the Drago's Mercedes, smiled and shook his head. He loved the job, loved the boss and if he wanted the clams, hey - no big deal.




     "Tina, whaddya' do with the kid's wine?"




     "It's in the icebox. Why?"




     "I just thought since he brought it, it would be nice if we opened it up."




     "With this dinner?"




     "Hey, ask me if I give a flyin’ fuck. They brought it. We should at least drink it. Maria bring a tray wit’ some glasses. Tina get your ass out there and be nice."




     "What ever happened to please? Maria, we need four glasses - in the den, please."




  Nicky opened the fridge, grabbed the bottle and headed back to the Krinskys. Mrs. Drago followed him out.




     "Here we go! How's about a nice icy-cold glass'a wine?"




     "Sure, Mr. Drago."




     "Hey, how come Karly calls me Nicky an' you're still with the Mister Drago?"




     "O.K. Nicky, it is. Whatever you say, Mr. Drago."




     "Just gimme a second here. Friggin' corks. Easier puttin' it in than takin' it out. Eh, Karly?"




     "For god sake, Nicolas. Can't you be civilized for once in your life?"




     "Just jokin' Tina. No harm, no foul ... eh, honey?" He squeezed the arm of his guest just a little bit too long.




     "It's fine, Mrs. Drago. I'm used to it, living with Mitchell."




     "Got it!" Nicky uncorked the wine and poured each of them a glass. He looked at the label. "Corteeze. Didn't he discover Miami?" Tina just winced.




     "Nicolas, I think it's pronounced core-tay-zee."




     "O.K. Mrs. Knows Everything. Why don't you just cor-taste it for us."




     "Whatever, Nicky." Tina sipped and then swallowed. Her face contorted as if there was something rancid in her mouth.




     "Is there something wrong with the wine, Mrs. Drago?" Karly sounded panicky.




     "It's fine, doll. My wife was just makin' a joke. Right babe?"




  Mitchell turned around just in time to see Tina hit the floor.




     "Oh my god! Mrs. Drago! Somebody call 911."




   




  Luis Vega-Llosa tore off the fax, ripping it almost in half.




     "Jesus. This thing can print a picture from halfway around the world. So why can't it cut the paper straight? Patel! You got another poisoning!"




     "What's that? Luis, bring it here, please."




     "It's confirmed. MITH again. This time in Jersey."




     "Same as yesterday? Italian white wine. Same brand? How many ...? "




     "Hold on. Let me read. What was the one in Chicago?"




     "Luis, just give me the fax."




     "Just the fax, ma'am," imitating Sgt. Joe Friday, which he thought was very funny." This is the city, Los Angeles, California. I carry a badge." Keshore quickly scanned the report while his colleague cracked up laughing.




     "Not the same wine, according to this. But definitely chemical poisoning. Very fast acting. This time in a private house. Four people. Only one vic. The others never even got the chance to taste it."




     "Something's wrong here, Patel. Don't you think this is odd?" 




     "How so?"




     "Two confirmed deaths in two days, one in Chicago, one in New Jersey. Two different kinds of wines. Something's screwy here. Looks to me like tampering, not contamination."




     "Unless the same company makes them both. But I agree. The T.V. is already screaming for recalls and ..."




     "They're right. We've got to get this stuff off the shelves."




     "So only these brands?"




     "I see what you're saying. What about the police? Anything from them?"




     "The usual. It's under investigation."




     "So what do we do? Just wait? You can bet the Director will be on the phone asap."




     "I say we do nothing for the moment. We can't just pull everything off the shelves."




     "Patel. There's going to be shit storm. A big shit storm. The media is going to have us for breakfast. Two dead white women. Poisoned. We need to do something fast."




     "O.K. You're right. Let's recommend a recall on both brands. That will at least buy us some time."




     "I'll get started on the paperwork.




   




  The sun was setting on Léon Drei as he put down the International Herald Tribune. There it was on the top of page five. NEW TROUBLES FOR ITALIAN WINE. He smiled. This time they wouldn't be able to cover it up. The American buyers would run like rabbits.




     "Henri. Come here and look at what we've accomplished."




  The young man sat down, perused the story, his face breaking into a grin.




     "I don't believe it. This is better than we hoped for. They're taking it right off the store shelves. God Bless America."




     "It’s just the beginning."




     "Has The Rebbe seen it?"




     "I'm sure. He looks at all the papers."




     "How does he have time?"




     "It makes you feel proud, no?"




     "What a stupid question. Of course it does."




     "The Moshiach, Henri. He's coming."




   




  The Italian Trade Commission occupies space on New York's most prestigious thoroughfare. The commissioner, Giangiacomo Rossetti, surveyed Manhattan from his sixteenth floor window. This morning, he’d gotten word that this little nothing recall was causing panic at home. Orders had been canceled, not only from the U.S. but from all around the world. 'Porca miseria! It doesn't make sense. These two small producers make wonderful wines. There is no reason for them to play games. Those stronzi back in the 80's - they were making shit, so they tried to put one over. But Villa Valente and the other? They had such good reputations. Their market was completely secure. They didn't! They wouldn't!' Something was wrong here. He'd spoken to both producers himself. Each one assured him that the wines had been tainted after they'd reached the U.S. Rossetti believed them. He'd said as much yesterday evening, on Nightline. But it hadn't made a difference. In the eyes of the American consumer, Italian wines were no longer safe to drink. This time it would be hell to smooth things over. At any moment they'd be calling from Roma. His ass was like some laundry. He might as well pack his bags. The phone on his desk rang once.




     "Roma's on the line for you." He reluctantly reached for the phone. "Pronto."




     "Rossetti?"




     "Si."




     "My name is Baglione. I'm an investigator in Roma."




     "What can I do for you, Commissario?"




     "Ah. But it's what I can do for you."




     "Please don't tell me. My son is in trouble again.




     "I'm not that kind of policeman. I work in agriculture."




     "Excuse me, but today I don't need any melanzane. I have other things on my mind."




     "Yes some unpleasant business."




     "You know something about this?"




     "It's my job, after all."




     "Please Baglione. Don't torture me. I'm being recalled, too. Like the wines. That's what you've rung up to tell me."




     "Relax. I have good news for you. There's been another poisoning."




     "Dio cantante!"




     "Rossetti. Are you still there?"




     "I'm here. I'm here."




     "Yes? Good. Now, about this poisoning. This time on Alitalia."




  Gegè, as everyone called him, groaned and reached into the top drawer of his desk for the Maalox.




     "And why, please tell me, is this good news?"




     "I'm getting to that. The latest case took place on a flight that terminated here. In Roma. We had the body within a matter of hours. The stomach works quickly, but our forensic experts were able to examine the contents. Your poison was not the dreaded MITH that everyone is convinced of. Rather, it is a similar chemical, used in the manufacture of certain fertilizers."




     "I'm still waiting, Baglione. What is this good news?"




     "This particular product is not used in Italy. In fact it's not permitted."




     "And ..."




     "Aren't you curious as to where it is made?"




     "Please, I beg you. Don't drag this out."




     "What would you say if I told you it's only manufactured in one factory - in Lyon."




     "You mean this poison is French?"




     "Precisely. And very tightly controlled."




     "Grazie, dio!"




     "Oh, but there's more."




     "Go on."




     "The company that makes it uses most of the product for its own internal consumption. That is, in the further manufacture of other products. Only a very small amount is sold outside the firm."




     "And you've found out where it went?"




     "Very good, signore. You'd make a good detective. I mean, not to say that your present position is in danger. I don't pretend to know everything. Anyway, getting back to my point. The small amount of this chemical that does not go into this internal production was shipped to only one small user in France." He paused.




     "Yes! Yes!"




     "How is your French? Never mind. This one's easy to understand. The customer's name is like this. Please forgive my deplorable French pronunciation.




     "Go on."




     "The customer's name is Union Cooperative de Viticulteurs Muscadet."




     "Mamma mia."




     "It gets better. One week ago, in a speech broadcast all over his district, the head of the co-op announced to his people that the white wines of France would soon be making a comeback in the market. That better days were ahead, and soon. He did not go into any more detail. So what do you think about that, eh? Rossetti. Are you there?"




   




  The collection of weary travelers, sitting in the USAir lounge had little to do but watch TV and drink their gin tonics. As usual, air traffic was awful at this hour of the day. Why anyone flew in or out of LaGuardia in mid-afternoon was a mystery. The CNN news endlessly repeated the top stories. A laundry worker at a Houston hospital had opened fire on his fellow employees, killing three and injuring sixteen. A congressman from Washington State had drowned in a rafting accident on the Snake River. Citrus growers were marching in D.C. protesting a hike in rail prices. October unemployment was up.




  The bartender handed over another tepid can of Miller Lite and the mixed nuts were still soggy. Just another rainy, New York Friday.




  Two men in hats sat at a table nervously eyeing the clock. Their flight to St. Louis was delayed by an hour. At this rate they'd get there in darkness. The larger of the two men tipped the last of the sparkling water into his glass. He'd be glad to get back home. One more Marriott was just about all he could handle. Tomorrow they'd fly back to Europe.




     "Léon, this rash is driving me crazy." He drank the remains of his water.




     "Cheer up. We did really important research in Florida. Better even than they hoped. Maybe it's just a sunburn?"




     "Do I look like a beach boy to you?" said the other man, glumly. "I beg your pardon. Standing in a field with a Tupperware full of flies is not exactly a week at The Fontainebleau. But we weren't there for vacation, boychik. Right? Henri, look. It's all just a means to the end. What do the Americans say? Don't worry. Be happy. It's good advice. You should take it."




     "Do you think they'll cave in on the prices?"




     "Deigeh nisht! - Don't worry! Katz says that we’re good with that committee. Better than good. Six years, it's taken. But there's no longer any doubt. It's a cinch."




     "I hope you're right. If it works."




   




  In his dream, a large creature was astride him, head back, snorting and panting wildly.




     "No. Please. I give up. No more. You're hurting me," he murmured, the sleepy mumble of an overworked policeman.




     "Eh, Corrado, you used to like it like this. What's happened to you?"




  The detective opened his eyes and looked up at his wife's flabby chin. She rolled off him, sweating, and sponged herself dry with the sheet.




     "What time is it?"




     "Time you acted like a real man." She pulled at him, trying to get him to enter her again. He looked at the clock.




     "Porca! I'm late! The train leaves at nine. I'll never get there on time."




     "Relax. So what if you get there late."




     "Someone from the embassy is meeting my train. Do you know what will happen to me if I'm not on it. They all have sticks up their ass. Besides, I don't know how to get around that blasted city. By the time I found my own way, it would be after they all went home."




     "Why are they sending you to Parigi?"




     "It's that business with the wine. I'm supposed to clean up the mess."




     "Why should you have to fix it?"




     "Rosalba, it's my job. They shit, I wipe."




     "You deserve better, Corrado. Twenty one years you're a policeman. When will they ever promote you?"




     "Please. Not that old song again."




     "You want to know when? Never. And I'll tell you why. You have no balls. You lost them years ago."




     "Basta! O.K!" He jumped out of bed, whacking his toe on the frame.




     "Porco zio!" Baglione grabbed his foot and hobbled into the bathroom, slamming the door behind him. He held his head over the tub, grabbed the hose and turned on the water. Nothing happened. Not a trickle, not a noise. For the second time that week there was no water. He cursed Rutelli, the new mayor, and walked back into the bedroom.




     "No shower again, huh? Poor old policeman. Has to go off to Parigi all sticky."




     "Vaffanculo." He put on his uniform for the trip to Paris and checked his appearance in the full length mirrored doors of the mid-century, plastic veneered guardaroba. ‘Not bad,’ he thought, for a middle-aged cop from a poor Salernese family. He was still lean, unlike many of his colleagues. His wife wasn’t much of a cook even though her mother had labored in the kitchen of a white tablecloth ristorante in Naples for much of Rosalba’s childhood. The only decent meals these two ate at home were cooked by the detective, who fancied himself a "buongustaio." She was a looker when they’d first met. It wasn’t until they were married that he understood she was no Artusi in the kitchen. Baglione, dark skinned, neat moustache, with a proud aquiline nose and full head of chestnut brown hair had resembled the leading men in popular Italian films. Films that they often went to see while they were dating. Women still gave the policeman more than a second look. Corrado quickly packed a small suitcase and left their third floor walk-up, slamming the heavy wooden door behind him. The early morning smog was already choking the city. His junior was waiting in the bar downstairs.




     "Buongiorno, capo."




     "Buongiorno, Pippo. Up early this morning, eh?"




     "Si, capo. You haven't got much time. The train waits for no one. Isn't that what they say?"




     "Let’s go then. You can jerk off after I leave."




     "How long will you be gone?"




     "No more than two days. Speriamo. You know how those French can be."




     "I've never been to France. In fact, I've never been anywhere. Not like you."




     "Tell it to my wife."




     "And how is the signora this morning?"




     "Grassata e arrapata. Fat and horny. Just the way you like ‘em. Eh, Pippo?"




     "It's true what you say. But don't worry. Your wife is safe with me."




     "Why don't you go back and give her a toss after you drop me at the station?"




     "Give you the horns, capo. Never!" A smile crossed his face. It was just what he had in mind. They pulled up to the station with plenty of time to spare. Corrado stepped out of the car, grabbed his suitcase and walked up the stairs. His second in command saluted and then drove off. The investigator glanced up at the board and laughed. The 09:05 train to Parigi was two hours and ten minutes 'in ritardo.' However, he could board the 06:30 train which was still waiting in the station. Baglione swung himself up into the first class carriage.




     "Biglietto, signore. All seats are reserved," smiled the grey jacketed head conductor.




     "Here you go."




     "Ah, I see that you are early and, as happens sometimes, we are late."




     "Good for me. But not so good for you. Eh, capotreno."




     "I must disagree, signore. This is my train, early or late. I'm afraid that for you, the news is not so good. Your seat is on the following train. So please be so kind. We must get under way at this moment."




     "But surely you can take me. I have a ticket. You have a train. We are both heading in the same direction."




     "Yes, but this train is an Intercity. You must pre-book or you cannot ride, Signore. Mi dispiace."




     "Capo," smiled Corrado, "perhaps you can somehow bend this rule for an officer of the government who is travelling, in uniform, on official business." He showed the man his I.D. and smiled.




     "Commissario, it is my pleasure to make your acquaintance. Now if you will just remove yourself from my train, we can proceed."




     "Surely you can agree that I am the one who is on time. I have to be in Parigi by six this evening."




     "Then I suggest you take a plane. Now get off!" The trainman was about to lose his temper.




     "Hey, fratello. No need to get so excited. Why don't you call for a policeman? I think I can help you there."




     "Vabbè. We go with you, under my protest! Don't think you're getting away with this. I have your name!"




  Corrado was staring at the large vein in the man's forehead. He had never in his life seen one so ready to burst.




     "Cretino," muttered the conductor. "Thinks he can walk over me. We'll see about that!"




  Commissario Corrado Baglione, the Senior Investigator assigned to the Agricultural Ministry, fighting for a train seat. Maybe his wife was right. After twenty one years of dedicated service, he still hadn't gone very far. Top man in a department of two. Not even really a department. Just two cops permanently assigned to ICRF, a subdivision of a subdivision of the Ministero delle Risorse Agricole, Alimentari e Forestali, to be used as the bosses desired. In Italy, the government changes almost with the seasons. But the civil servants, lining the trenches, they’re in it forever.




   




     "Bonsoir, monsieur. Paris-Lyons. Monsieur, Paris, Gare de Lyons."




  Corrado opened his eyes and looked out. The train had come to a stop. He stood up and almost fell to the floor. His left leg had fallen asleep. He fumbled around above the seat for his suitcase and cap, which he took great care positioning just so. He was not an elegant man but he imagined himself as having a bit of panache.




     "Commissario?"




     "Si."




     "Claudio di Pisa. From the embassy."




     "Piacere."




     "Piacere." They shook hands and walked towards an exit.




     "And Pisa, it's also your birthplace?"




     "Si, signore. I come from the family that ruled the city."




     "Quattrocento, if I remember my history from school. I'm honored. Royalty is usually met. Very rarely does it do the meeting."




     ‘ Terrone for sure.’ Lazy and full of himself and most definitely from the south, thought Claudio of Pisa. The embassy car was parked right in front of the station. Driver at the ready. The two men climbed into the back seat of the blue Citroen XM.




     "How do you like this car, di Pisa? I'm thinking of getting one, myself."




     "I wouldn't know. It's my first time in this one. Usually I drive myself in a Panda. But you must be important. We got a message that a vip  was arriving from Roma today. So here we are, you and me, with the big car and the flag."




  Corrado concealed his smile. He'd sent the dispatch himself. If only Rosalba could see this, maybe she'd get off his back.




     "As requested, we've booked you into the George Cinq. Must be nice to have privileges, eh Signore."




     "Grazie, Claudio. Yes, I've always enjoyed that hotel." Several years before, he'd taken a coffee in its airy garden cafe.




     "I'm afraid that the Ambassador has gone home for the day. He'll see you first thing in the morning. And now, if there's nothing else, I'll say goodbye."




     "Just one more thing. Does the Embassy maintain an account here?"
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