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The Watcher


He followed her for two days. Waited in the shadows across from her Manhattan apartment.


Tailed her to Central Park on a cool June morning then watched her jog around Sheep Meadow.


Tracked her car to Queens, to an empty Italian restaurant where she sat alone in a back booth for forty minutes. She seemed jumpy.


His guess: She’d been stood up.


He watched through the restaurant window and made entries in his journal. She used a cell phone—two calls—then ordered a salad that she ignored.


He kept a journal on each woman, his personal record of occurrences, reflections, and experiences.


She was the only one still alive.


He returned to his car. Waiting didn’t bother him; he was a tenacious man, born with forceful willpower and a bulldog tenacity. He deliberately gave the impression of being indifferent and unconcerned, but his mind never stopped plotting.


He switched on the tape deck, sipped his black coffee, then slumped in the front seat. Head back, eyes closed. Listening to Pavarotti. Fat Lucy, if you will.


His love for the woman was like opera. Reckless and intense; all or nothing. He couldn’t bear to have her out of his sight.


He’d done some reflecting and decided a bowlegged Dominican riding a mountain bike along Columbus Avenue was also following the woman. The “Domo” sipping Evian water; pretending he’s only window-shopping. Cute.


He knew why the guy was dogging her. She’d put people in prison, and now someone wanted to get even.


The Dominican could have been a purse snatcher. A crack dealer making his rounds. He could have decided he liked the lady’s butt and craved a closer look. Latinos, bless ’em, enjoyed going on booty patrol. Maybe the Domo was looking for a pickup basketball game: half court, five bucks a man. He could have several reasons for riding his little black bike from Columbus Avenue to Central Park West and back again.


The Dominican was actually a contract killer with seven, eight bodies on him. The Watcher had been in the station house when the Domo was being booked. Not for murder but for setting a dog on fire and throwing it from a roof in Washington Heights.


She was still in the restaurant. Sipping a cappuccino and looking at her watch.


The Watcher couldn’t protect her against all of her enemies. She had too many.


He had a plan. It couldn’t miss.


Leave New York. Just the two of them. With enough money to live comfortably for the rest of their lives.


He was confident and composed. Credit Tai Chi and origami. Tai Chi for conditioning and cool nerves; origami for patience and a sense of beauty.


Fold a thousand origami cranes and your wish will be granted.


He couldn’t fold a crane without thinking of her.


She left the restaurant and drove to the Queens Public Library where she examined back issues of New York newspapers. She photocopied a few pages, arousing his curiosity.


He wanted a closer look but decided no. Too risky.


Good move. Minutes later who strolls into the library but her lover, a former NYPD homicide detective now in private security. They dined at a nearby Chinese restaurant, read fortune cookies out loud, and laughed.


Later they drove to a popular Cuban nightclub in Jackson Heights and danced to a live salsa band. He watched from a packed bar. His mouth went dry at the sight of her. She was a terrific dancer. Dazzling and seductive. Moving as though close to orgasm.


Midnight. She left the club with her lover and returned to his Brooklyn Heights apartment. They kissed in the lobby, then entered the elevator. The Watcher shivered in disgust. Why did they have to be so public?


He stared into the rearview mirror, thinking about today’s actions and episodes. Examining and scrutinizing her every action. The lady was up to something. Yes, indeed.


He switched on a penlight and began reading his journal.


The Italian restaurant. The library.


He thought, I sense a theme here.


She hadn’t been stood up. She’d gone to the restaurant for a meeting, a little singsong around the campfire, you might say. But nothing face-to-face.


She’d been talking to someone hiding in the kitchen or storeroom. It explained the cell phone and why she was a bit twitchy. Why she had no interest in food.


The lady was gathering information. The Watcher could read her like a book. He knew exactly where she was going. He’d committed a murder to protect one of the most important men in the city and the lady was going after him.


Score one for the Watcher.
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Ross Magellan


It was almost three in the morning when she left her Manhattan apartment and drove to the Bruckner Expressway in the South Bronx. She parked behind a sagging billboard, took a gun from the glove compartment, and left the car.


She walked toward a second car parked facing the billboard. As she neared the car, a rear door was unlocked by a small man sitting behind the wheel. He was a thirty-eight-year-old Puerto Rican, five years her senior, and shorter, with a bald head and a ponytail. His eyes were hidden behind dark glasses. He held a cigarette between his thumb and forefinger.


Detective Ross Magellan slid into the backseat. The gun went into a pocket of her sweatshirt.


She said, “Morning, Freddy. What did you want to see me about?”


Detective Freddy Palacio stared at her in the rearview mirror and scratched the tip of his nose. “Dark as hell around here.”


The expressway was nearly pitch black. Thieves had stolen the copper wiring from newly installed lights and sold it to scrap-metal dealers.


“You want privacy,” Ross said. “You got privacy.”


“Let’s talk about what I don’t want,” Freddy said, “I don’t want to do time. I’m giving you and Joe Labriola the biggest case of your lives. I want to be paid. Ain’t nothing for nothing in this world.”


“I see.” Ross waved a mosquito from her face. “You kill a prostitute, wound her john, and you skate. Is that it?”


Freddy removed his dark glasses. His eyes were blinking nonstop.


He said, “I do for you, you do for me. That’s all I’m saying.”


Ross shook her head. “I don’t remember you being this stupid when we were partners. But that was two years ago.”


“Stupid?” Anger turned Freddy’s face red.


“Employing two or more prostitutes is a felony, punishable by one to seven years. What were you thinking?”


“I’m paying on two divorces. And some bitch over in Brooklyn claims she just had my kid. I got her lawyer screaming, ‘Show me the money.’ I had to do something.”


Ross said, “So you moonlight for an escort service as a chauffeur-bodyguard. Drive the girls to the session, wait outside till they’re finished, then go in and collect the fee. Three-way split—the girl, the agency, and you. Except you get greedy.”


He threw up his hands. “Could we not talk about this?”


“Greedy with a capital G,” Ross continued. “One of the girls tells you she has a regular, a dentist who’s loan sharking on the side. Putting money on the street with some Italians from Staten Island. Last week the dentist shows up for his date carrying a hundred grand in cash. You pull your gun, the dentist pulls his gun, and two seconds later, you find yourself in a world of shit.”


She winked at Freddy. “Know what your problem is? You still think you’re a cop. Still think the ball’s in your court and you’re holding all the aces. You don’t want to let go of that. Every cop who gets jammed feels the same way.”


She leaned toward Freddy and spoke in a sweet voice, gently tapping his forearm for emphasis. “But when they take away your gun and badge, and you’re looking at five to fifteen for murder two, it’s safe to say you’re not a cop anymore.”


Freddy said, “You’re on the job twelve years. Labriola’s got maybe fifteen as federal prosecutor.”


“So?”


“So this case has glory written all over it. You’re second grade now. You bring down Reiner, you got a shot at first. Labriola, he gets to quit the U.S. Attorney’s Office and run for senator or anything else he wants to do with his life. I’m handing you the guy who’s the chief judge of New York narcotics on a silver platter. Adam Reiner is yours for the taking. You get to nail a judge for fraud, suppressing evidence, witness intimidation, you name it. You ever take down anyone bigger? I don’t think so.”


Ross said, “If you’re waiting to hear how benevolent and reverent you are, it’s not going to happen. You were going away unless you got lucky. So you got lucky. You stumble across a judge who’s a degenerate gambler, who covers his losses by taking bribes. Reiner may be a scumbag, but Freddy’s out for Freddy.”


He said, “Doesn’t change a thing. Wasn’t for me, you’d never know Reiner had a jones. The man’s slick. Does his gambling out of town. Private poker games. Tells people he’s traveling to legal seminars, law enforcement conventions, judicial conferences. Won’t touch a card when he’s in the city. I call that tricky.”


“And you’re handing him to me. Freddy, you’re a regular Santa Claus.”


He gave her a smile of ugly teeth. “Lucky or not, it still counts. Someone had to drive Reiner to those games. Turned out to be me.”


Ross said, “You had help. You happen to know the shyster who represents Judge Reiner. That very same shyster hooked you up with the escort service. Like I said, you’re a lucky man.”


“Sometimes I wonder. Anyway, I’m throwing in a bonus. Or did you forget?”


Ross looked at the back of her hands. “I was wondering when you’d get around to that.” There was anger in her voice.


Freddy held up a forefinger. “Reiner nearly got you killed. Now you get even. Payback, courtesy of Freddy. You’d never whack a judge. Not your style. But you can send his ass to college. Just remember who’s making it all possible.”


Ross stared at the new moon. Her eyes were bright slits.


She said, “I remember Judge Reiner freeing a psychopath, knowing that the guy had a beef with me. I remember this same psychopath deliberately running over Elizabeth Ruiz, hitting her at a hundred miles an hour. Ripping her head from her body and thinking he was killing me. There are times when I don’t know if I’m remembering or dreaming. Either way, it’s like carrying a graveyard around in your head. Not a nice feeling.”


“And they never caught the guy.”


“No. He’s still out there somewhere. My guess is Albania or Serbia. He’s from that area. Tried tracking him through Interpol, but they came up empty.”


She leaned back. “Anyway, let’s talk about you. I reached out for Labriola because you asked me to. Got him to give you a deal. A good one, if you ask me. I also agreed to go undercover and gather evidence against Reiner because you asked me to.”


She shook her head. “Now you’re asking me to be stupid. The answer on that is no. If I go back to Labriola, he won’t renegotiate. He’ll withdraw the offer and you’re back to square one, with a reputation as a man who can’t be trusted. Under those circumstances, I don’t see people lining up to deal with you.”


Freddy tapped the steering wheel with his detective’s ring. “I don’t like the idea of being inside with people who know I’m a cop. This could cause problems, know what I’m saying?”


Ross shook her head. “You’re doing a year at Eglin Air Force Base in Florida. Not some hellhole but a military barracks. Warm climate, palm trees. Lots of oranges. You’re with bank presidents, congressmen, computer hackers, accountants and the occasional mob informant. Nothing you can’t handle. You work on your tan for a year, then relocate with a new identity. Labriola insists you do time. Soft time in this case. It doesn’t get any better. Not on a murder beef.”


Freddy said, “I’d like it better if I walked. Talk to Labriola. Get him to drop the time. Tell him you think I should go directly into relocation when the case ends. Lie to the man if you have to. You’re the best undercover I ever worked with. And that’s what undercovers do best. They lie.”


Ross smiled at the fireflies outside the window. Muscle meant nothing in undercover work, whereas the ability to talk, particularly the ability to talk your way out of trouble, meant everything. Undercover work was about being an actress, about playing with a perp’s head and manipulating people. She loved it.


She looked at Freddy. “By the way, I never lie. I just say things that allow you to mislead yourself.”


“Is that what you call it?”


“And I never say too much. That’s the secret, in case you’re interested. You never say too much.”


“I’ve seen you in action,” Freddy said. “Seen you lie with a word, a look. Seen you lie with silence. You got to be good to pull that off.”


“The goal is deception,” Ross said. “To blind them with science. How I get there doesn’t matter. Not to me. Not to the people I work for.”


Freddy shivered. “You got the most dangerous job in the department. Still don’t see how you do it. One mistake and your name goes on the wall down at Police Plaza. You and all the other cops killed in the line of duty. Come to think of it, I do know how you do it.”


“And how’s that?”


“You’re hooked,” he said. “Scared shitless, but hooked.”


“Hooked on what?”


“On the high you get from leading a double life. You dig conning people. Especially people who’d kill you if they knew you were a cop.”


Ross said, “You could be right. Meanwhile, Labriola wants Reiner. And like me, he has his reasons. With or without you, we’re going ahead. You can help, or you can throw shit in the game. Your call.”


Freddy started chewing his nails, and when he spoke there was a finger in his mouth. “We use to meet informants up here when we were partners, remember? It was your idea. No tapped phones to worry about. No bugged rooms or video cameras. Smart. We had some times back then, didn’t we?”


Ross closed her eyes. Freddy was saying she owed him.


She did.


Ross and Freddy going after Jamaicans operating from an East Village funeral home, the Js dealing heroin and cocaine from coffin tops. Wearing hockey masks and surgical gloves to prevent ID. Ross as “uncle,” NYPD code for undercover. Lying her way into the funeral parlor at midnight to make the buy needed for a warrant. Doing her “ho” thang in spandex, black lipstick, and hoop earrings. Freddy as “the ghost,” NYPD code for backup. Standing across the street disguised as a wino. Freezing his buns off in knee-high snow. Listening to Ross through an earpiece and hearing the code word indicating she needs help. Freddy responding, barrel-assing through the front door and firing on the run, putting two bullets into a Jamaican attempting to rape Ross at knifepoint.


Ross said to Freddy, “Right now three people know you’re giving up Reiner—my lieutenant, Labriola, and myself. The minute you start shopping for a new deal, that number increases. Not good. Because the more people who know, the more likely you are to get hurt.”


Freddy stared at the lit end of his cigarette. He chewed his lower lip. Finally he exhaled and said, “You can sure talk shit.”


Ross fingered the car keys in her sweatshirt pocket. “Life is hard, Freddy. It’s even harder when you’re stupid. Labriola can keep you out of court and put you into a witness protection program. You’ll need that because when Reiner goes down, he’s taking people with him. People with unmanageable criminal tendencies.”


“The Albanians,” Freddy said. “Reiner and his lawyer Lou Angelo are tight with that crew. Those guys are crazy. They’ll kill you for a shoelace.”


Ross nodded. “You don’t want to be around when they get popped. Still think I’m talking shit?”


Freddy shook his head. “I don’t know what to think.”


“Think about this. Cross Labriola and you’ll end up hanging by your tongue, waiting to die.”


Freddy didn’t answer for a while. Finally he said, “Guess I’m going to Florida.”


“Everything considered, there are worse places.”


Freddy scratched the tip of his nose. “Now that you mention it, going to trial is a gamble. And speaking of gambling, Lou Angelo tells me Reiner dropped sixty-five grand in a Boston poker game last night.”


Ross waved a hand in front of her face. Freddy’s cigarette smoke was getting to her. She opened the car door and stepped outside. She hadn’t had a cigarette since she’d stopped working Narcotics with Freddy and transferred to OCCB—the Organized Crime Control Bureau.


There was a time when she didn’t feel alive unless she was smoking. When she didn’t feel she was living unless she was killing herself. These days it was black coffee or gum. Anything but the weed.


She yawned, then walked toward her car. Cigarette smoke was nothing less than nauseating. Why hadn’t she noticed that before now?


Freddy followed Ross. Just as he’d done when they’d been partners.


Their relationship had been strictly business. Ross wasn’t into short guys who smelled like a gym bag. At five nine, she towered over Freddy, which bothered him more than it did her.


And she was Cuban. Cubans looked down on Puerto Ricans, seeing them as little more than monkeys who spoke bad Spanish. Cubans, in fact, were snobs who looked down on everybody.


When they reached Ross’s car, Freddy said, “Lou Angelo says the escort service is catching heat because of my problem. Plus, he’s got Reiner to worry about.”


Ross leaned against the car hood and gazed up at the stars. “Life’s not easy when you’re a lawyer, a bagman, and a sleaze.”


Freddy said, “How you and Angelo getting along, by the way?”


“Mr. Angelo and I are getting along just fine. Thanks for the introduction. Eventually we’ll get around to discussing his role as a bagman carrying cash from Albanian mobsters to a certain top judge. He says he’d like me as a client.”


Freddy chuckled. “Knowing Lou, that ain’t all he’d like. Guy’s in his sixties and still thinks he’s a lover. And he bought your cover?”


“Believed every word. As far as Mr. Angelo is concerned, I’m in Latin music. My name is Ross Marino and I have my own company, G and E Records. I’m also in music publishing and artist management. You remember Gloria Paz?”


“She owns G and E. You kept her brother out of a drug bust. Good-looking kid. Lucky, too. Could have gone to prison a tight end and come out a wide receiver.”


Ross said, “She’ll do anything I ask.”


Freddy lit another cigarette. “I was supposed to drive Reiner to last night’s game. Two grand, round-trip. But given my present circumstances, Lou said I best keep a low profile. He gave me five hundred bucks as a show of good faith, then hired another driver. Also a cop.”


“Who?”


“Black guy named Cleveland Nobles. Works in Street Crimes. Does security part-time at the Aztec Club over on Tenth, which is how he and Lou met. Lou loves to go clubbing. And he loves cops.”


Freddy snapped his fingers. “Before I forget, the judge and Lou have a new hustle.”


Ross said, “You mean their phony charity isn’t paying enough?”


Freddy said, “Reiner needs all the money he can get. Sucker can’t win at poker to save his life. Get this: He’s saying he plans to run for Manhattan Surrogates Court judge. Well, it’s a scam. The man’s not running for shit. He’s got Angelo accepting campaign contributions. Guess where the money’s going.”


“Reiner’s buying wool to knit socks for the homeless.”


“Not quite. Most of the cash is coming from lawyers looking to crawl up Reiner’s ass. Mainly because a surrogate judge gets to hand out the kind of assignments that make lawyers rich.”


“Everybody talks,” Ross said. “It’s one of the first things you learn as a cop. My job is to get Lou Angelo talking about the right things.”


“Shouldn’t be hard,” Freddy said. “When we went clubbing, you couldn’t shut him up. Always bragging about who he knew. Who he beat in court. A couple lines of coke and you can’t shut him up. Girls at the escort service call him ‘Chatty Kathy.’ That’s how I learned about the policewoman. The one Angelo claims he’s protecting. She’s a murder witness who could nail a very fat cat and another cop. When I asked why he’s doing it, he pretended like he hadn’t heard. You check that out yet?”


“Yesterday,” Ross said. “Drove to Angelo’s favorite Italian restaurant in Queens and talked with his friend, Emilio the waiter. At least I think it was Emilio. He wouldn’t leave the kitchen, so we talked by phone. Said he didn’t want to be seen talking to me even if I was the policewoman’s friend. He’s afraid the guy who’s after her might just come after him. I said I wasn’t her friend, that I was simply curious. He wouldn’t budge. Mentioning your name didn’t help.”


Freddy grinned. “Emilio scares easy.”


“He tells me he’s not dealing anymore.”


“Bullshit. Emilio’s still doing business. The restaurant job’s just a cover. And it’s safe because he meets his buyers in a public place. Less chance of getting ripped off that way. Plus Emilio gets to show the IRS a legitimate income. You think Angelo’s driving to Queens for pasta? He’s out there scoring flake from his main man.”


Ross said, “Emilio says this policewoman, assuming she is one, has moved out of his building. Claims he doesn’t know where she is. He thinks Lou Angelo might know, but I’d have to ask Angelo directly. I also checked old newspapers looking for anything involving Angelo and female cops. Came up empty. I’ve got Connie looking into it. Let’s see how he does.”


“You tell anyone else about this missing lady cop, whoever she is?”


“If you mean other cops, the answer is no. I’m suppose to be after a corrupt judge, not looking for a policewoman who’s hiding out because some cop wants to kill her. Anyway, we only have Lou Angelo’s word on this. The whole thing could be bogus. Angelo just might be blowing smoke. Besides, you have to be careful bringing up this stuff around cops. You don’t know who you’re talking to. For now, let’s just keep this between ourselves.”


Ross watched an airliner, wing lights twinkling, glide across a new moon.


“Speaking of talking to people,” she said, “have you spoken to anyone about this case?”


“No. Why do you bring that up?”


“Because I’m being followed.”


“Fuck.” Freddy’s hands went up in the air. “You tell me that now?”


“I thought it best to take care of business before you got stressed. Anyway, I haven’t IDed the guy. I do know he’s there. I just haven’t spotted him.”


“If you can’t see him, what makes you so sure he’s there?”


“I know when I’m being watched.”


“Jesus.” Freddy looked sick. “You talk to your backup?”


Ross said no. If the department knew she was being followed, she’d be taken off the case. Maybe put into protective custody. She wasn’t ready to be held hostage just yet.


First things first. Judge Reiner goes. After him, it’s the maggot who’s bird-dogging her.


Freddy said, “Suppose this guy’s with Reiner and he’s following you in order to get to me. I blame your people, goddam it. Somebody gave me up.”


“You’re not thinking,” Ross said. “Labriola knows your identity. So why have me followed? Same with my lieutenant. Neither has a reason to put a tail on me.”


“So what about your backup? Reiner could have reached any one of them.”


Ross shook her head. “We’ve worked together before, and I trust these guys with my life. If Reiner had reached them, this case would be over. He’d have shut us down in a heartbeat. Court order, subpoena, whatever it takes. We’re trying to send him to prison, remember?”


Ross said Reiner would hit them with every trick in the book. He’d have Jews accusing the NYPD of anti-Semitism and politicians threatening to hang cops from telephone poles. He might even have an Albanian sociopath drop by to say hello. So far none of this had happened.


Freddy exhaled. “So you’re saying there really is a wacko following you. You, not me.”


Ross said it looked that way, then got in her car. She didn’t say there was no such thing as coincidence, that there had to be a reason Judge Reiner and the wacko had entered her life simultaneously.
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Applied Technology


In the basement garage of an East Eighty-first Street apartment house, the Watcher used a stolen key. He opened the door of a green BMW parked near an elevator. It was 4:15 A.M.


Reaching under the front seat, he pulled out a microcassette recorder. The tape was still running. He pressed Stop, then Reverse.


He turned down the volume. Then he pressed Play and held the recorder to his ear.


He listened, then raised one eyebrow. Well, now.


Tonight when she’d met her snitch, Detective Ross Magellan had been driving this very same BMW. The car and an upstairs apartment, where presumably Magellan now slept soundly, belonged to OCCB. Both had been confiscated from an Israeli who’d run Manhattan’s largest bootleg video operation prior to being tossed in the slammer. Magellan used the ride and the crib when she worked undercover and had to appear well-off. When she had to look uptown.


The Watcher slipped the recorder into a shirt pocket and tapped it with a gloved forefinger. Only a saint could keep a secret, and Ross Magellan was no saint.


But then neither was the Watcher.


He had a complete set of Magellan’s keys—two apartments, two cars, a gym locker. And her office at OCCB.


He was just as thorough in collecting information about Detective Magellan’s background. The Watcher knew she had a younger sister, now institutionalized out on Long Island. He knew she’d killed a man and that she’d do anything to bring down Judge Reiner.


He knew why Detective Magellan’s husband had been murdered. And why she was using a false name. There was a self-made wall around the lady, and the Watcher was taking it apart brick by brick.


He closed the BMW’s door. Quietly. The car alarm wasn’t a problem. He’d disconnected it yesterday. Knowing Magellan, the Watcher had assumed, correctly, that she’d be too busy to have the alarm repaired anytime soon.


Tell your secret to the wind and the wind would tell the trees. The Watcher treated himself to a small smile. Not even the wind and the trees knew more about Ross Magellan than he did.


He also knew about Freddy Palacio. The Watcher and Detective Palacio had worked together once, very briefly. The problem with Palacio was stupidity. How else to describe a cop who took money from whores and exchanged shots with a pistol-packing dentist?


Magellan was smarter. Not smarter than the Watcher but certainly smarter than Palacio. At least she wasn’t the embarrassment to cops Palacio was.


Detective Palacio was at his wit’s end. But then he hadn’t had far to go.


When the Watcher first learned of tonight’s meeting, he considered bugging the BMW. He rejected the idea almost immediately. His bugging equipment was limited; should Magellan drive out of range, it would be impossible for him to listen in on her conversation.


Nor could he move closer without being seen. Magellan, bless her, was delightfully devious. A very strategical lady. She’d set the meeting when the city’s streets were empty. When she could spot surveillance with her eyes closed.


Electronic surveillance and moving cars presented other problems. Such as interference from car phones and high-rises. From television signals and utility crews working at night. Drive under a bridge, and reception from a bugged car was cut off entirely.


The Watcher wasn’t one for complexity. The direct approach was always best. So he planted a microcassette recorder in Magellan’s car, then waited for her to come back to the garage.


When she returned from the Bronx, Magellan drove around the block twice. Reassuring herself she hadn’t been followed. The Watcher nearly laughed out loud.


He watched Magellan leave the BMW and stand in the garage entrance, eyeing the empty street.


Once, she looked directly at his hiding place and saw nothing. He stood unmoving, still as a stone. Observing her through half-closed eyes. Enjoying the pleasure of possessing her even as she turned from him and entered the garage.


The microcassette. The Watcher touched it again. For one person to succeed, another had to fail. Tonight he’d succeeded, while Ross Magellan had failed. Tonight was one more sign she belonged to him.


He removed his gloves. Time to head home and catch a few hours sleep before reporting to the precinct.


He left the garage, a silhouette moving through shadows. Unnoticed and unobserved. Into the deserted street and toward the fire-glow of dawn.
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News You Can Use


Ross Magellan arrived at the U.S. Attorney’s Office in Foley Square at 12:45 P.M., catching Joe Labriola in the middle of lunch. The door to the office was opened by the federal prosecutor who shook her hand and smiled without making eye contact.


Ross said, “Spoke to M last night. Reiner and Lou Angelo are working a new hustle. Appears we’ll have another fraud charge to hit them with.”


M was Freddy’s code name. His middle initial. M for Manuel.


“God is kind sometimes,” Joe Labriola said.


He was a forty-six-year-old Italian, no taller than Ross but heavier, with a hooked nose and a slight paunch. He wore a dark suit, gray shirt, and a brown tie decorated with yellow golf clubs. Like all prosecutors Ross had worked with, Labriola was aggressive and demanding, with an overwhelming need to be number one. People like that weren’t out to make friends.


A second man stood at a window, staring at the back of the federal Metropolitan Correctional Center. He was Special Agent Frank Beebe of the FBI, a forty-five-year-old country boy from Georgia, with a bull neck and hair between his eyebrows. His size, along with a taste for corduroy suits and brown boots, had earned him the nickname “Bear.” Beebe was liaison on the Judge Reiner case, the link between the NYPD who was running the investigation and the feds who were financing it.


In the five days she’d worked with him, Ross found Bear to be cheap with his money and not especially fun loving. What bothered her most were his hard blue eyes, which seemed to stare through a woman’s clothes.


Ross seated herself on a leather couch beneath color photographs of the President and Attorney General, then told Labriola and Beebe about Judge Reiner’s phony election campaign. As she spoke, Labriola sat at his desk and used a plastic fork to poke at the remains of a cheeseburger and fries.


“I like it,” he said when Ross was finished. “I’d like it even better if you told me you’ve got a nut on Lou Angelo. That you have enough to force him to give up Reiner.”


Ross said, “In five days I’ve done pretty well. Of course, that’s only my opinion.”


“I think things could be better.”


“Mind explaining that?”


Labriola speared a fry with the plastic fork and popped it in his mouth. “By now Mr. Angelo should be saying to himself, ‘I’m going to prison unless I give up Reiner.’ Tell me if that’s happening.”


“It’s not happening today,” Ross said. “And it won’t be happening tomorrow. But I am getting closer to that point.”


Frank Beebe turned from the window and fixed his beady eyes on Ross.


“Close only counts in horseshoes, darlin’,” he said. “You either got Angelo or you don’t. Which is it?”


“We’re going dancing tonight,” Ross said, speaking slowly and holding Beebe’s gaze. “Myself, a friend, and Lou Angelo with whomever. My guess is it won’t be Mrs. Angelo.”


Frank Beebe rested a meaty thigh on the windowsill. “I assume it was your idea to party at the taxpayers’ expense.” His tone said he wasn’t too impressed with her decision.


Ross didn’t answer. Instead she began doodling in her notebook. Let Labriola and Bear assume she was making notes. She needed time to think. To figure a way of dealing with the dick club.


She drew a horse’s head—nostrils flaring, ears straight up. She’d been riding since she was ten. Her first job on the force had been as a mounted cop working parades, doing crowd control, and patrolling the “Enchanted Forest,” cop term for Central Park. Someone had described a horse as dangerous at both ends and uncomfortable in the middle. Not if you knew what you were doing.


The dick club. For Ross, the trick was to be able to handle fear. To not give in to it. To refuse to let these guys intimidate her.


They were leaning on her pretty hard this afternoon. And she knew why.


She’d read it in this morning’s Times. A follow-up piece on one of Labriola’s old cases. A year ago he’d engineered the arrest, indictment, and conviction of a Wall Street figure who later turned out to be innocent. Just one more abuse of federal power, wrote the Times columnist, linking this case to Ruby Ridge and to Waco.


Labriola planned to go into politics. He needed the Times column like he needed cancer. It was an unpleasant reminder that he couldn’t afford to leave the Justice Department on a sour note.


On the other hand, nailing Judge Reiner meant going out in a blaze of glory.


As for Bear, he’d failed to make the Times. He’d also failed to make the team. Yesterday his FBI bosses had passed him over for leader of an antiterrorist team in favor of a younger agent. A black agent.


Ross was sure friends and relatives would bring this up when next Bear showed his fat ass in Georgia.


She figured Bear needed the Reiner case to show his superiors he still had it. Meanwhile, he was telling anyone who’d listen that he was just one more white man victimized by political correctness.


Ross enlarged the horse’s nostrils. Labriola and the Bear wanted their careers back. Well, she had a piece of advice for them: Anytime you want something, you leave yourself open to being manipulated.


She spoke to Beebe without looking up from the notebook.


“It was my idea to go dancing,” she said. “Gives me and Lou Angelo the opportunity to get to know one another. Angelo mentioned he’d won mambo contests in the Catskills when he was young. He worked there as a busboy to help put himself through law school. I also mentioned I have a husband who’s in prison and refuses to give me a divorce. Angelo’s offered to help. Which means the hook’s in. The next step is to talk money.”


She looked up from her drawing. “But first, let’s talk about M. He wants out.”


Labriola squeezed the plastic fork tightly in his fist.


“The hell’s that suppose to mean?” he said.


A frowning Beebe pushed himself away from the window and folded both arms across a sizable chest.


Ross looked at the horse. “I calmed him down. Bottom line: He wanted a guarantee he’s only working with me.”


Labriola said, “That deal’s already in place. The NYPD runs the Reiner investigation. The federal government funds it. You arrest him. We try him in federal court.”


Ross closed her notebook. “I explained to M there’d be no renegotiating. A deal is a deal. It did occur to me that if M backs out and you go after him, Judge Reiner is bound to learn he’s under investigation. He’ll come after us. The mayor and the governor backed his appointment, so they’ll come after us too. It’s a given we’ll have problems with the Jews and every judges’ organization in the state—”


Labriola covered his eyes with one hand. “And the point is?”


“We need M,” Ross said.


Beebe snorted. “And I suppose we need you to run him your way.”


Ross smiled sweetly. “You weren’t thinking of coming with us tonight, were you?”


“As a matter of fact, I was.”


“No, you’re not.”


“Tonight’s dance party is being funded with government money. That being the case, missy, I intend to be there.”


Ross looked at Labriola and waited.


The prosecutor eyed Ross while speaking to Beebe.


“It’s Detective Magellan, Frank,” the prosecutor said. “Not ‘missy.’ We live in PC times, remember? And she has to look like a player. Since the NYPD can’t afford to finance this investigation, we have to. The FBI will be with Ross only when money changes hands. As in a direct payoff to Angelo or to M. You’re there as a witness only, to make sure the money doesn’t end up in the wrong hands.”


Beebe said, “Or in the offshore bank accounts of NYPD detectives.”


Labriola looked over his shoulder at Beebe. “Detective Magellan is running the investigation. If she needs you, she’ll let you know. End of story.”


Beebe fixed his hard eyes on Ross. “Just doing my job, Miss Magellan.”


“It’s detective,” Ross said. “Starts with D. The letter that comes after C. You have a problem working with women?”


Beebe looked down at the floor. “I have a problem working with a woman who’s economical with the truth. Whose entire life, as far as I can tell, is propelled by intrigue.”


Ross said, “You make it sound psychopathic. As though I’m genetically programmed to be a compulsive liar.”


“You said it. I didn’t.”


“I think you should loosen your hair net. Your brain needs oxygen.”


“A real smart mouth.”


Labriola cleared his throat and spoke in a low voice. “You’re pushing it, Frank. I’ve worked with Ross. She wouldn’t be here if she wasn’t good.”


Beebe said, “If she’s so goddam smart, how come she got a witness killed?”


Before Ross could answer, Labriola held up both hands in a stop signal.


“That’s enough, Frank,” he said. “You’re losing it, and that could be a problem. For you.”


He looked at Ross. “Let me handle this.”


Labriola spoke slowly to Beebe, as though talking to a dim-witted child.


“Ross was working an Albanian crew out of the Bronx. The guys had been doing jewel robberies. Making big scores in the diamond district and scaring people shitless. Ross got to one of them, a guy named Sammy—”


“Sali,” Ross said. She glared at Beebe. “Sali Korat.”


“Sali,” Labriola said. “Anyway, Ross cons this Sali. Tells him she’s in the market for hot stones. Says she’s lined up some South Americans with money to burn. Sali thinks this means Colombians. Ross plays along. After the bust Sali learns Ross isn’t what she appears to be. I should mention Sali also had the hots for Ross. So what you have here is a double whammy. Ross not only lies this guy’s ass into court, she breaks his heart as well. Anyway, along comes Judge Reiner who refuses to close his courtroom when Ross testifies against Sali’s crew. Judges do this to protect undercovers from identification and reprisals. It’s a given. Not with Reiner. He keeps his court open, and Ross gets made by Sali and his people. Plus Reiner cuts Sali loose on low bail.”


The prosecutor reached for his diet soda and said, “Ross had a friend in the jewelry business. Elizabeth Ruiz.”


Ross said, “Elizabeth was family. We were very close.”


Labriola nodded. “Miss Ruiz had her own shop. She and Ross looked alike. People took them for sisters. To help nail Sali’s crew, Ruiz pretended she was Ross’s partner. Ruiz even agreed to testify she saw Sali bring hot rocks into the store. Unfortunately, before any of this occurs, Sali does a hit-and-run on Ruiz, then skips the country. Turns out Ross, not Ruiz, was the target. Albanians are crazy people, and Sali was one of the craziest. The man just didn’t like women leading him on.”


Labriola drank the last of his soda and said, “Ross didn’t get Elizabeth Ruiz killed. It was Reiner, and he’s still doing favors for the Albanians. Only now, thanks to Ross and her friend M, we have a chance to prove it.”


Ignoring Ross, Beebe spoke directly to Labriola. “My ass is on the line with this thing. You understand?”


Ross said, “I don’t work for you, and I don’t report to you. As long as you understand that we’ll get along just fine. You leave M and Angelo to me.”


The FBI agent looked at the ceiling. “Lord help us all.”


Ross’s beeper went off. She checked the caller number then pulled a cell phone from her bag. She said to Labriola, it’s my lieutenant. This is one call I have to take.


The prosecutor nodded.


Ross’s lieutenant was Carlo Fargnoli, an ambitious man who was prone to depression and interested only in useful friendships.


Ross dialed his number, put the phone to her ear, and said, “Loo, what’s up?”


“Sorry to interrupt,” Fargnoli said. “Got some news you can use. It’s about the guy who’s been following you for the past few days. You didn’t happen to notice anything out of the ordinary?”


Shit. Ross closed her eyes. Fargnoli was nobody’s fool. The man could smell a con job a mile away. If he learned Ross withheld information, she was off the case.


He’d have no choice. A dead undercover wouldn’t look good on his resume. Especially a dead female undercover.


Ross told the truth.


“I haven’t seen a soul,” she said.


“Doesn’t matter at this point,” Fargnoli said. “They found him this morning. Vacant lot in the Bronx. Handcuffed and burned to a crisp. Whoever whacked him had serious intentions. Before torching the guy, they jumped up and down on his back until his spine snapped.”


Fargnoli said we could be looking for a dancing fool on this one, maybe Fred Astaire or Gene Kelly, but he didn’t think so. Anyway, he’d appreciate Ross dropping by the office as soon as possible so they could talk.
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Poochy


The drug dealer lived in a decrepit Queens apartment building on 107th Street, within sight of Our Lady of Sorrows Roman Catholic Church.


It was just after midnight when the Watcher, carrying a new attaché case, knocked on the door of the drug dealer’s eighth-floor apartment. Inside, a dog began barking furiously. The Watcher wasn’t surprised.


He also wasn’t pleased. Any dog in the company of a drug dealer was most likely a pit bull or a Rottweiler, either of which was a killer.


He touched the Glock worn in a left-handed Hi-Ride belt holster under his jacket. He’d prefer not to use the gun, but that would depend on the dog, now barking its lungs out. A year ago the Watcher had taken part in an East New York drug raid and looked on while two cops fired a total of ten shots into a charging pit bull owned by a drug dealer. The dog, a nasty piece of work, continued its attack until a state trooper with a baseball bat finally ended the drama.


The Watcher held the attaché case up to the peephole. Allowing Emilio Albert, waiter and part-time dope peddler, to see the initials L.A. on the case. Since Lou Angelo spent lavishly on himself, the Watcher had bought the best, laying out money for a top-of-the-line case, plus an extra few bucks for a rush job on the monogram. The case was a bit heavy, but it looked good. Good enough, hopefully, to persuade Mr. Albert to open the door.


Meanwhile, the Watcher waited in a hallway where the only light came from a pair of grimy bulbs in a deteriorating ceiling. From what he’d observed, most tenants appeared to be Hispanic. Illegals probably. Clutching their phony green cards and living on the drug of optimism. Waiting around for the future while they ate mystery meat and pissed in hallways, conduct which did little to heighten the Watcher’s reverence for foreign culture.


On the other side of the door, a male voice said, “You the guy I just spoke to on the phone?”


“I’m Mr. Angelo’s driver,” the Watcher said. “Are you Emilio from the restaurant?”


“You tell Mr. Angelo, next time I don’t do no business from my crib.”


“I’ll make sure he gets the message. At the moment he’s not interested in talking. He’s downstairs entertaining two ladies in the backseat of his limousine.”


“Damn. No wonder he can’t come to the phone. Somebody ought to tell him he’s too old to be doing two women at the same time.”


“He’ll sue if he gets hurt. Mind giving me the package so I can be on my way?”


Emilio Albert snorted. “What’s the matter, you afraid of Spanish people?”


“Not really. They’re afraid of me, actually.”


True. Oh, so true.


“Why? You some kind of crazy driver or what?”


“That’s me. A regular wild man behind the wheel.”


The Watcher rubbed the back of his neck. He wasn’t buying that “no-business-from-my-crib” crap. Drug dealers were greedy, and Emilio Albert was no exception.


The Watcher said, “Mr. Angelo appreciates your taking care of him on such short notice. He’s authorized me to pay extra for your time and trouble.”


“OK, but after tonight we don’t do this no more.”


“After tonight you won’t see me again.”


Count on it.


The Watcher heard an iron bar being lifted from the door. Locks were unsnapped. A command in Spanish from Emilio, and the pit bull stopped barking.


The Watcher exhaled. He touched his upper lip with the tip of his slim tongue. His green eyes were mean and unforgiving.


The door opened into a studio apartment with a low ceiling and worn carpeting. Videocassettes, compact discs, comic books, and clothes were scattered over the floor, chairs, and a sagging couch. A fragile-looking card table held drug paraphernalia—scales, glassine envelopes, cocaine, crack vials, and cash. There was no air-conditioning; fresh air came from a window facing the street.


A young Puerto Rican male stood in a tiny foyer, cradling a sawed-off shotgun. He had short legs, a turned-up nose, and wore his dark hair in a greasy samurai top knot. He was dressed in droopy khaki shorts, white espadrilles, and a T-shirt reading, WHEN IT ABSOLUTELY, POSITIVELY HAS TO BE DESTROYED OVERNIGHT: U.S. MARINES.


Emilio Albert had never served in the marines. Of this the Watcher was sure, having been a jarhead himself. He could, in fact, spot one even before the guy so much as opened his mouth. That’s why he knew Emilio was nothing more than a marine wanna-be. A trash-talking loudmouth trying to impress the girls. He didn’t look strong enough to lick a postage stamp, let alone survive twelve weeks of boot camp hell.


Emilio scares easily. So said Freddy Palacio.


Still, it behooved the Watcher to be careful. Emilio had a weapon and a pit bull. The animal stood at its master’s heel, studying the Watcher. The dog appeared suspicious. No surprise. Suspicion was a guard dog’s first defense.


Lowering the shotgun, Emilio motioned the Watcher inside and locked the door behind him.


Emilio was alone, his only company being a boom box playing the omnipresent and ubiquitous merengue so beloved by Latinos and absolutely loathed by the Watcher.


The Watcher aimed his chin at the pit bull. “Poochy makes me nervous. How about locking him in the bathroom till we finish?”


Emilio looked down at the dog. “You said Mr. Angelo authorize you to pay me extra. How much we talking about?”


“Twice the usual price for the coke.” The Watcher held up a roll of bills. “Plus a hundred for disturbing you at home.”


Eyeing the money, Emilio leaned over and scratched the pit bull’s head.


“Make it two hundred,” he said. “Yankee, that’s my dog, he likes ice cream. Häagen-Dazs.”


The Watcher played along. “You’re taking advantage of Mr. Angelo.”


“Yeah, well if he don’t like it, let him go someplace else.”


The Watcher shrugged. “Guess I don’t have much choice.”


“That’s right, you don’t.”


“Two hundred it is.”


“Cool.” Emilio laid the shotgun on the card table. Then after a few words to the pit bull in Spanish, he led the way to the bathroom. The dog followed and was locked in.


The dealer turned, stopped dead, and threw his hands in the air.


The Watcher, now wearing black gloves, was pointing his Glock at Emilio’s head.


“This isn’t a robbery,” the Watcher said. He inched backward until his legs brushed the card table.


Emilio said, “If you don’t rob me, why you got the gun?”


“We’re about to get to that.” Using the Glock, the Watcher motioned Emilio closer. “On the floor. Face down.”


Emilio followed orders.


The Watcher said, “Where’s the policewoman? The one you’ve been supplying with drugs.”


Emilio lifted his head from the floor. “I don’t know no policewoman.”


The Watcher turned up the sound on the boom box. Then he placed the Glock on the card table, leaped in the air and came down on Emilio’s spine with both feet.


The dealer screamed. In the bathroom Yankee barked wildly and head-butted the door.


“We can do it easy or hard,” the Watcher said. “Your call.”


A weeping Emilio said, “I swear on my mother, I don’t know where the policewoman is. She moved, that’s all I can tell you.”


“Where to?”


“She didn’t say. If I don’t know, I can’t give her up. That’s what she tell me.”


The Watcher nodded. “Sounds like Jenn. She was a good cop before she became a dope fiend. One of the best undercovers I ever knew. What did you two talk about, other than the price of pharmaceuticals?”


Emilio stared up at the Watcher. “You the cop who tried to kill her. The one she’s scared of.”


“Jenn Sanchez and I have some unfinished business. Let’s leave it at that. Did she mention my name or identify me in any way?”


Emilio shook his head. “No. She just said you both were cops, that you had worked together and that one time you tried to kill her. She said her only chance was to let you think she was dead.”


“She almost pulled that off. Almost.”


Emilio let his head fall to the floor. “You going to kill me too.”


It wasn’t a question.


The Watcher leaned down and said, “I want you to repeat, word for word, your last conversation with Jenn Sanchez. Word for word. Don’t leave out anything.”


Snap. It was the sound of wood being split. The Watcher looked up to see Yankee push his head through the bathroom door.


The Watcher reached for the Glock without taking his eyes off Yankee. At the same time Emilio attempted to raise himself from the floor. He grabbed the card table and brought it down, spilling drugs, food and guns onto the carpet. The Watcher spun around, tripped over the upended table, and fell onto Emilio, who shoved him aside and crawled toward the window. Rolling onto his stomach, the Watcher grabbed for Emilio’s shorts. He missed, caught the dealer’s ankle and pulled, turning him on his back.


Kicking with his free leg, Emilio drove a heel into his attacker’s forehead. Despite the pain, the Watcher refused to release his grip. Emilio shifted targets, repeatedly kicking the Watcher’s hand and weakening his grip. A final kick and he was free. Scrambling to his feet, he ran for the window, the Watcher in pursuit.


Suddenly the Watcher stopped, alerted by the barking. His mind sent a warning and he turned to see Yankee squirming through a newly made hole in the door. Once free, the pit bull bared its teeth and ran straight for the Watcher.
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You Forgot Something


The pit bull was ugly. Stocky and muscular, with a short, broad skull and black nose. Its dark, round eyes were set to stare straight ahead. The ears were small and pink, the front legs set far apart.


Yankee weighed less than fifty pounds. But like all pit bulls, he was the strongest of all dogs for his weight.


“Kill him!” Emilio yelled to the pit bull. “Bust him up!”


Emilio saw that his attacker was between him and the front door. Get past the attacker and there was still the problem of opening a steel-enforced door secured by an iron bar and four locks. Too much time involved.

OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
            
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/9781476737560_cover.jpg









OEBPS/images/titleimage.jpg
The Ghost

A Novel
|
Marc Olden

Simon & Schuster







