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CHAPTER 1



I am not a cop.

Really.

I’ve just been playing one on television so long that people get a little confused sometimes. It’s understandable. I’ve been at this game for a bunch of years, looking at corpses and bruised runaways all over New York and Baltimore, trying to ask the right questions, trying to find the right bad guy. Or girl, if that’s the case.

Of course, when I’m through studying the corpse, somebody yells “Cut,” and the body gets up and joins the rest of us on the way to the catering tent for a lunch break.

But it isn’t just the general public that gets my role and my life mixed up. Sometimes when I leave the set after a long week’s shoot, I’ll hit the street and hope to catch a cab. A lot of times, a patrol car will pull over instead and offer to take me where I want to go.

“Mr. Belzer, or should I say ‘Detective’?” the cop will say. “Need a lift?”

And hey, I’m not too proud to take the guys up on it, especially when it’s raining and cabs are hard to find. Sometimes I even do ride-alongs with the NYPD and sit around precinct houses to soak up the atmosphere, learn the vernacular, and get the moves right.

So, as a consequence, between the cops who consult on the series, the cops I talk with in my everyday life, and the people I work with who act like cops, I sometimes feel like I’ve slipped into some kind of law enforcement twilight zone—a place where the role I play and the person I am threaten to overlap. Poor old Rod Serling would be proud of me, though. I think I remember an episode like that from when I was a kid. I loved that show.

But I digress. Now, where was I? Oh, the twilight zone of law enforcement, where make-believe and reality overlap.

Take that whole thing that happened in Brighton Beach, for instance…

I left the set Friday night in late September to meet a friend for dinner. (Harlee, my lovely wife, was across the pond at our house in France with our adored dogs Django, a border collie–Beauceron mix, and Bebe, a poodle–fox terrier mix who rescued me in France. My wife is a master gardener who loves to toil in the soil, an interior decorator of supreme taste, and an astounding cook, among many other things for which I am eternally grateful.) Having some empty time to fill, I figured I might catch up with an old buddy.

The guy I was meeting was a soon-to-be former medical examiner, a Russian immigrant named Rudy Markovich. I’d met him a few years ago when he visited our set as a consultant for a morgue scene. He looked things over and promptly turned to this young director, who thought he was a hotshot, and said with a thick Russian accent, “Dat is not how ve do it.”

I liked Rudy immediately.

He was rather short and had a squarish physique. Very European-looking. I figured him for his late forties, but his hair had gone totally gray. He wore it short and had bright blue eyes and a contagious smile. After the scene I walked up to him and said, “Zdravstvujtye,” one of the few Russian greetings I knew. I had had to learn them a few years ago for a part in a Commie spy movie that never got filmed. But the phrases stayed with me. I have a very good memory. Some people describe it as photographic, but I prefer the term closet genius, if asked.

Rudy was delighted and started rattling off sentences so fast I had to hold up my hands and say, “Whoa.” I explained that I’d already just about exhausted my entire Russian vocabulary, and he said, “Never mind, I speak five languages. That’s enough for both of us.”

He proceeded to prove it too, as I took him over to the tent for a cup of coffee.

I got a thumbnail sketch of Rudy’s life. He’d emigrated from the then Soviet Union as a young doctor and found work cutting open the dead in the Big Apple, then worked his way up in the medical examiner’s office; he started listing some of the famous cases he’d handled. In his day, Rudy had autopsied lots of high-profile dead guys for the City of New York. Everybody from politicians to Broadway royalty to business tycoons. His work had helped New York’s finest, for whom I have nothing but respect, crack some really tough cases. As we had coffee that day, he told me some real amusing stories about the good old days, and some even better ones about the bad ones. His depth of knowledge about so many more subjects than medicine made him a great conversationalist. We became fast friends, and I got the impression he was a man on the move, so it didn’t surprise me when I later read that he had been considered the front-runner to replace the current chief medical examiner. I know he sure helped our actors sound better and made our scenes much more realistic.

But apparently some things in his life had recently changed. Rudy had sworn off dead people and announced his resignation two days before that Friday in September. It was effective at month’s end, and he’d told the reporters he was going into private practice. I guessed that maybe he thought it might be easier when his patients could talk back, but hell, the dead ones could never disagree with a diagnosis or sue him for malpractice. It seemed a strange move to me—going from being a towering expert in one field of medicine in the Manhattan ME’s office to possibly starting over as a general practitioner in someplace like a Brighton Beach strip mall. But I figured it was his call to make.

Still, I wondered how long his enthusiasm for patient/physician repartee was going to last. I had a sneaking suspicion the novelty would wear off soon enough. The dead may not talk, but they don’t lie either. That’s the big plus in having corpses as patients: the dead have no interest in hiding the truth.

Rudy called me right after the announcement and asked if we could meet up and talk about a few things.

I’d said sure, and he’d invited me over for dinner in his neighborhood—a little ethnic place called Dimitri’s, where the menus are printed twice, once in Russian and once in English. It’s a great place for borscht, not to mention fine Ossetra caviar on savory little blini with a dollop of sour cream. Man, I couldn’t wait.

Dimitri Gromyko, the proprietor, grinned broadly at me as I walked in. The place was very, very Russian. Dark walls, scarlet drapes drooping to the floor, subdued lighting, closely spaced tables, and a musical group singing folk songs in the native tongue. He greeted me with “Dobro pozhalovat, Richard.” I replied with my best attempt to sound Russian. Dimitri’s bright teeth appeared underneath his bushy mustache. “Rudy is waiting at his usual table.”

I walked back past the bar where bottles of fine vodka lined the shelves, past the little stage where the quartet was singing some song that sounded suspiciously like “Back in the USSR,” and through the narrow aisles of tables, each covered with a nice white tablecloth. The place had a savory smell that was all its own.

Rudy looked deep in thought. His head jerked suddenly as I sat opposite him, then he nodded.

“Belz, good evening.”

“You look like a man with a lot on his mind,” I said. He’d already ordered two glasses of Stolichnaya for us. His was now empty. A waiter came by and filled it up. He looked at me, like he expected me to down it in one shot and get a refill, but I needed something in my stomach first. I’m not a whiskey-and-a-raw-egg-for-breakfast kind of guy.

“I’ll wait a bit on that,” I said. “In the meantime, give me some coffee.”

He nodded, set a basket of bread down on the table, and left, taking the bottle of Stoli with him.

“And where is your beautiful wife?” Rudy asked.

“Harlee’s in France at the moment,” I said. “I’m on my own for a few weeks while we wrap up this round of shooting.”

“Ah, the television show. It goes well?”

“You tell me. You haven’t been watching it?”

“Of course I have. I wouldn’t miss my dearest friend in action.”

“Now I know you want something,” I said, grinning, “laying a compliment like that on me before we’ve even decided who’s going to pick up the check.” I saw a hint of something in his eyes. A catch, a hesitation. “What’s bothering you?”

He lifted his eyebrows and tried to cover. “No, no, I merely wanted to ask you something.”

“Shoot.”

His face twitched fractionally, as if my metaphor had slapped him. He recovered quickly. “I know you’re very well schooled in police work, yes?”

I waited for him to continue.

“Then you must know quite a bit about police work.”

“Yeah, I’ve done a few ride-alongs with the cops now and then. Why?”

He compressed his lips, looked at me for a hard five seconds, and said, “I have a somewhat delicate matter for which I may need some police advice.”

“Hey, I am not a cop,” I said with a grin. “I only play one on TV.”

“I know you have some good friends on the force.”

“As I’m sure you do. How many years did you spend with the ME’s office?”

He took a deep breath, but just then our waiter showed up with my coffee and two menus. After he set everything in front of us, he said he’d be back.

“You were saying…”

His head shook, his mouth twisting slightly. “Nothing. It is not important. I had a matter about which I wished to get some advice, but I will tell you about it another time.”

I figured it was best to wait until he was ready. Far be it from me to pry into someone else’s problems. Eventually, they seem to always have a way of morphing into your own.

“And at the moment, I have something else of much greater import.” Rudy held up two tickets of some kind. I tried to see what they were, but he kept them facedown as he handed me one and said, “Alexi’s fight tomorrow night at the Garden. I know how much you love boxing matches.”

Alexi Zotkin was the reigning heavyweight champ for one of the alphabet organizations that had splintered the boxing game for the past three decades. He’d been listed as the best of the growing numbers of Eastern European boxers who’d started their training in old Soviet-era Russia as young teenagers, and then turned pro after the fall and had come to America hoping to make the big bucks. Alexi had succeeded. The sports page had recently run a feature on him under the headline “The Russians Aren’t Coming, They’re Here.” Not only was he one of the three current champs, he was also recognized by Ring Magazine as the number one heavyweight, which was almost as good as having your name engraved on the official Ring belt.

I started to hand the ticket back to him, but he made a little shooing gesture with his fingers. All I could think to say was “Wow.”

Rudy grinned. “I have two tickets in the third row. I was hoping you’d be interested in accompanying me there so we can watch Alexi get one step closer to unifying the title.”

“Even the old KGB couldn’t stop me.”

That one made him grimace. I should have known better. He’d told me once—after we’d pretty much polished off a bottle of old Stoli by ourselves—of his early youth under the Soviets. “It vas all secret police and terror,” he’d said, his accent growing thicker under the influence of the booze. Tonight, as he sat across from me, his clear blue eyes hinted at his previous life under the oppressors. In his case, Big Brother did a lot more than just watch. “I still have a mistrust of police, even in this country. I remember how I could never bring myself to trust them completely.” He shook his head again. “Power brings corruption, and absolute power…”

“Corrupts absolutely,” I said.

“Let us hope,” he said now, “that they don’t try.”

“Seriously, Rudy, what’s going on? If there’s anything I can do—”

He raised his hand. “You are a good friend, Richard, and that is enough for right now. I need a bit more time to collect my thoughts, perhaps write a few things down to clear my head. We will talk more at the match tomorrow night.”

I knew that was all I’d get out of him on that subject. As friendly as he was, when Rudy didn’t want to discuss something, he’d draw his own Iron Curtain closed, and that was that. Instead, we ate and drank and talked about everything from boxing predictions to political ones. He’d been following the recent upheavals in his old homeland near Kiev and commented that he was afraid things would one day devolve to the way they used to be.

“It ain’t New York,” I said. “That’s for sure.”

I saw a sadness flicker across his eyes, so when he changed the subject back to boxing, I went along, figuring I’d let him decide if and when he wanted to bring up whatever it was that was bothering him. After a lengthy good-bye to Dimitri, we went outside and I waved to the cab he’d been kind enough to summon for me. All at once a guy popped up and a flash illuminated the night. Luckily, I was still wearing my sunglasses.

“You’re Richard Belzer, the TV star, right?” the guy asked, and snapped another picture. “Who’s your friend?”

“He’s the guy who might do your autopsy if you don’t knock it off with the camera,” I said.

“Okay, sorry, man.” He lowered his hands and retreated to a respectful distance, probably pondering the effects of a flash with a zoom lens.

“Who is he?” Rudy asked. “Paparazzi?”

“Probably,” I said, giving the guy my best cold-eyed stare.

“Do you want me to drop you off?” he asked. “I have my car nearby.”

“And take you out of your way to Manhattan?” I shook my head. The cab pulled forward and stopped by the curb. I opened the rear door and saw the guy had his hand on his meter already. Rudy stepped over and gave me a sudden embrace. Once again, very Russian.

“Hey,” I said, “you’re not going to try to kiss me, are you? Like that guy did to Bogey in Casablanca.” Then I kissed him.

He laughed and shook his head. “Tomorrow night, then? At the Garden?”

“I wouldn’t miss it.” As I started to get in, I noticed the lines in his face deepening. “You okay?”

“Yes, fine.”

He didn’t look fine. Once again he looked like a guy with a lot on his mind. I decided to try drawing him out one last time. “What about that matter you wanted advice about? When you mention the cops, that does kinda get my attention.”

“Sir,” the cabbie said. “I am going to start the meter at this time, please.”

Even though I only had one foot inside. You gotta love New York.

I felt like telling him not to get his khakis in a knot, and I started to extricate my foot. If Rudy needed to talk, I’d send this dude scurrying for another fare. But Rudy reached out and laid his palm on my shoulder.

“We will discuss it another time,” he said, glancing over at the impudent photographer. “Tomorrow, at the fight. In the street you never know who might be listening.”

“Now you’re sounding very Russian,” I said.

He started to say something more, then his hand slowly slipped from my shoulder and he looked down. “Good-bye, Richard.”

At the time I thought he’d mistaken “Good-bye” for “Good night.” I watched him walk slowly away into the darkness. I got all the way into the cab and gave my address, but just as we pulled away from the curb, a movement caught my eye. I tapped on the screen and told the driver to slow down.

Three dark figures struggled in an alleyway, and one of them was Rudy. I yelled for the cabbie to stop and jumped out the door, leaving the driver behind screaming for his fare.

One guy had Rudy’s arms pinned behind his back while the other one stood in front, delivering some mean body blows. Their voices were low and guttural, speaking in some foreign tongue I thought sounded like Russian. The puncher turned in the midst of throwing another gut shot, saw me, and pivoted around, throwing it my way instead. I let the punch sail past my face, then smacked his temple with the heel of my hand, using his momentum to push him down. The other guy tossed Rudy aside like a rag doll and reached into his pants pocket. Seconds later a flash of silver glinted with an accompanying snick.

A switchblade. It’d been a long time since I’d seen one of those. A real one, anyway.

He lunged forward with the knife, trying to slash my face. I pivoted and grabbed his hand with both of mine. I pulled the arm forward, down, and then up and back as I stepped inside, shifting my weight. He was bigger than I was, but the momentum was just right, and his feet skidded out from under him as I slammed him down hard, maintaining control of the wrist until I saw the knife skitter to the pavement.

As I started to reach for it, I spotted movement out of the corner of my eye. The other guy was up and coming at me. I kicked the blade away from us and whirled around, executing one of the best sidekicks I’d thrown since I’d knocked out the heavy bag at the dojang. It caught him just where I’d aimed—right in the lower gut area, just below the belt and above the balls. A perfect spot for causing some real gastric disturbances.

Something else flashed and I saw Mr. Paparazzi was back, snapping more pictures. I hoped the idiot had had the presence of mind to call 911 first.

The thugs saw the flashes too. They struggled to their feet and stumbled off in a half-assed run.

I stooped down and plucked the switchblade off the ground just as another damn flash seared my retina. “One more of those, dickhead, and I’ll shove this up your ass,” I said, holding up the knife. That was a mistake, because the guy called my bluff and the flash popped again.

“Man, that was awesome,” he said. “You know karate or something?”

“Or something,” I said, turning and helping Rudy to his feet. “Are you all right?”

“Ah, yes…” His words came out in shallow gasps. “I am fine, thanks to you.”

Another flash.

I turned. “Make yourself useful, and go call the cops, will you, butt-head?”

“No,” Rudy managed to say. “No police.”

“What?” I said. “Those two guys tried to—”

“It is not important,” he said, regaining his composure. “Just a couple of muggers. You dealt with them most effectively.”

“Rudy—”

“No, Richard. Please.” He finally managed to straighten himself all the way up, both hands pressing in on his stomach. “I am fine. Thanks to you.” His voice sounded nervous and obviously strained. “I did not know you were so skilled. Was that sambo?”

“A kissing cousin.” Sambo was the Russian martial art combining wrestling moves with joint locks. I’d never formally studied that one. “Sort of a hybrid combination of kung fu and hapkido, actually. Was that Russian those guys were speaking to you?”

Rudy shook his head. “Ukrainian.”

Another flash illuminated the night. I glared at the guy, wondering if he’d gotten my good side, ’cause he was sure gonna see my bad one in about thirty seconds. I pulled out my cell phone but felt Rudy’s hand on my arm.

“Richard, please. Let’s leave.”

I nodded and helped him to the still-waiting cab. “We’ll give you a ride to your car,” I said. I looked up and saw the driver with a relieved smile stretched across his swarthy features.

“I apologize for not recognizing you sooner, sir,” he said. “You are Mr. Steven Seagal, are you not? I have seen all of your movies. Very nice disguise, sir.”

Marvelous, I thought. But at least he wasn’t commenting on my acting ability.








CHAPTER 2



One of the benefits of working the weekend on a special Saturday shoot is traveling through the early morning streets when you’re one of the few people around. Or so I thought. When I reported in for work at six thirty a.m., the security guard told me something had been dropped off for me.

“Fan mail from some flounder?” I asked, using one of my favorite lines from the old Rocky and Bullwinkle show. He looked too young and too perplexed to understand the reference. But it was still a classic. His loss.

“From somebody,” he said, pointing to the metal cart, which had a manila envelope lying on it.

“As long as it’s not ticking,” I said with a grin, picking it up. The flap wasn’t even sealed. I opened the clasp and looked inside. A neatly folded newspaper page with a Sticky Note attached. The note was signed, “For your scrapbook. Cyrus Gustafson.”

Cyrus who? Didn’t ring any bells. But on the other hand, it sure beat the messages with the bunch of scribbles, like Rocky and Bullwinkle used to get. Besides, being the cultured, suave man that I am, I was curious about the article. Until I unfolded it, that is. A full page of the good old New York Inquirer had a row of several pictures of me in various stages of beating the crapola out of those two thugs last night. Rudy was prominently featured in two of them with a terrified expression on his face. The accompanying headline read, “TV Star in Brawl Outside Brighton Beach Restaurant.” The paparazzi prick from last night hadn’t wasted any time selling the fruits of his labor. But the photos weren’t that bad. Shows what good equipment in the hands of an asshole can do.

I didn’t read the copy below the pics because I knew what it would most likely say. The Inquirer was the kind of rag that gave honest, upstanding conspiracy theorists like me a bad name. A business card was paper-clipped to the page as well. “Cyrus Gustafson, Reporter” was splayed in bold black letters across the front with a phone number, and “Call me” scrawled on the back. A card and a Sticky Note—this guy wasn’t taking any chances.

“Who dropped this off?” I asked, holding up the envelope.

The guard shrugged. “It came by special delivery about forty minutes ago.”

I crushed the envelope, article, Sticky Note, and card into a nice ball and dropped it into the trash can. This was the last thing I needed before I’d had my morning coffee.

I’d gotten bad press before and usually just ignored it. That’s the best policy. Don’t let it get to you, as they say. Besides, in the grand scheme of things, this one really wasn’t so bad, I told myself. After all, what kind of idiot reads the New York Inquirer anyway?

I found out when I got to my dressing room. Vernon Franker, one of the television show’s assistant producers, was waiting, holding a copy in his hot little hands. From the look on his face, I knew he wasn’t happy, and from the sweat gathering on his follicly challenged head, I also knew his hands weren’t the only things that were hot. When Franker’s pissed, he sweats bullets. Let me tell you about Franker and assistant producers in general: Most of them are to actors what hemorrhoids are to the rest of the general population. He knew I didn’t particularly care for him, and he relished berating me for what he’d come to call “negative publicity.”

“Morning, Vernie,” I said, knowing he hated to be called by that nickname. “Doing some highbrow reading, I see.”

His lips pursed, then transitioned into a full-fledged scowl. He held up the newspaper with one hand and tapped the row of pictures with the other. “Have you seen this?”

“Yes, sir.”

His eyebrows rose, as if he thought he’d somehow scored a point. “And?”

“And I tossed it in the trash like any good New Yorker would, keeping the city beautiful and shit, you know.” A couple of makeup girls were watching us, and I love playing to an audience.

Vern’s frown reappeared. I wondered if he practiced that move in the mirror. “This is not, I repeat, not a laughing matter.”

“Do I look like I’m laughing?”

The girls giggled.

He shot them an angry glance, then turned it toward me. “You’re in another altercation, only this time in the street.”

The last “altercation” I’d been in was on a talk show and was purely verbal. “This one was totally unavoidable. A couple of muggers jumped a friend of mine when we were coming out of a restaurant.”

His mouth wiggled into a frown again, like he’d just tasted something very sour. “Need I remind you that you’re playing a police officer on television?”

I tried to look deep in thought as I looked around, milking the pause for all it was worth. I wasn’t a stand-up comic all those years for nothing. Finally, after several more seconds, I said, “No, I think I can remember that all by myself.”

A redness started to work its way upward from his neck toward the dome, as we termed his extended forehead. By the time he opened his mouth, the flush was at his cheeks. “We’ve discussed this at the highest levels of production and management.”

I resisted the temptation to say, That’s nice.

“And,” he continued, “we’ve come to the conclusion that certain preventative measures must be taken. Immediately.”

I have a feeling I’m not going to like what’s next, I thought. Maybe I should have been less antagonistic. But, what the hell, my stand-up routine needed the work. “That’s reassuring.”

His lips curled back as he played what he obviously felt was his trump card. “Thusly, we’re assigning a person—call her an assistant, if you wish—but she will be watching you for us when you’re away from the set. And let me make one thing perfectly clear.”

Uh-oh, I thought. Where have I heard that phrase before?

He held up his index finger again. “You’re to have no contact with the press, except through her, until further notice. Do you understand?”

Now my dander was getting up. Chewing me out in front of other personnel was a sign of poor managerial skills, but we all knew Vern was sorely lacking in this area anyway. However, telling me that I couldn’t speak freely was stepping over the line. “You ever hear of the First Amendment? A little thing called freedom of speech? I don’t know if you’ve read about it.”

“And did you ever hear of how bad publicity killed a show?”

“I thought in show business, no publicity was bad publicity.”

“It’s bad when our cast members are photographed in street brawls,” he shot back. “It’s killed many a show. And many a career.” He held up his fingers. “I can give you numerous examples.”

It was like we were caught in a loop. “I’m sure you can.”

He dropped his outstretched hands and took a deep breath. I guess that meant he felt he’d won. Fine, if that little victory meant I could get to the set and start rehearsing, all the better. I was thinking ahead to leaving early and getting to the fight tonight. But old Vern wasn’t finished. He glanced behind me, raised his hand, and snapped his fingers.

I turned and saw a twentysomething black girl walking toward us. She looked like a young Michelle Obama, dressed conservatively in a blue pants suit, her hair straightened and pulled back in a short bun. The expression on her face said one word: nervous.

“This is Kalisha Carter,” Vern said. The girl nodded shyly. “She’s been working in publicity and is now your official liaison to the press.”

“Look,” I said, “I really don’t need a press liaison.”

“Call her a personal assistant, then.” Vern showed me his palms, one of which still had the copy of the Inquirer tucked into it. “Call her whatever you want, but she’s going to be keeping you on a short leash. And that’s final.”

“Is it, now?”

His nod was emphatic. “This is directly from the top.”

Kalisha looked about as happy about this whole thing as I was. Glancing around, I saw our audience had increased a bit. I figured this was no dream assignment for her, playing babysitter to a “troubled TV star,” and I didn’t want to embarrass her in front of everybody the way Vern was doing to me. Besides, my martial arts training has taught me that sometimes you must bend like the willow in the face of a strong wind, knowing it will fade, and let your opponent exhaust himself. Or at least that’s how my buddy, Sammo Lee, would put it. I wasn’t sure if Vern qualified as a strong wind, though. A lot of hot air, definitely.

I extended my hand. “How about I call her Kali? That all right with you, Ms. Carter? Glad to meet you, by the way.”

She smiled and took my hand in hers. Firm grip, but not overbearing. There might be hope for her yet, I thought. But right now, if I still harbored illusions of getting out of here early enough to catch the boxing match at the Garden, I had to forge ahead. That meant smooth rehearsals and flawless execution in front of the cameras. Certainly doable. A smart general picks his battles, I always say. I don’t know who said it originally, but I’ll have to take credit for that one at some future date.

After getting my wardrobe and getting fitted with my wireless mic for some outdoor shooting, I decided to retire to my dressing room to read the newspaper. I stopped by the craft services truck to grab a coffee and saw Kalisha following me at a discreet distance. I turned and smiled. “Want a coffee?”

We sat, and the first thing she did was tell me how surprised she was by this assignment. “They called me in as soon as I got here and told me I had to do it.”

“That sounds like them.” I took a sip of my brew. Tepid, as usual. Someday I was going to have to buy them a coffee urn heater. “So tell me about yourself. You done a lot of press relations work?”

Kali shook her head. “Not really. I went to City College. Majored in journalism. I had dreams of becoming a reporter and someday breaking this real big story. Front page. The next Bob Woodward.” The corners of her eyes tightened slightly. “Then my mom got sick, and I was lucky enough to land this job with the television production company.”

“So you put the Pulitzer on hold?”

“Yeah. Sometimes life has a way of interfering with your dreams.” Her voice was wistful, then she seemed to gather her resolve and looked directly at me. “Mr. Belzer, I know you don’t really want me around, but like I told you, I do need this job. Bad.”

I sipped my now cold coffee and nodded. Damn. Despite the circumstances, I was beginning to like this girl. She had pluck, or like the Duke said in True Grit, “Hot damn. She reminds me of me.”

We had a full day’s shooting scheduled, trying to wrap up a two-part episode in which I had several crucial scenes. I spent most of the rest of my free time in my dressing room going over the script changes that always come at the last minute. I begged the director, whatever he did, to please shoot me out in time to head over to the Garden for the fight. We ended up having to reshoot the last scene from three different angles. When we finally called it a wrap, I glanced at my watch and saw I didn’t have time to change back into my own clothes, not if I wanted to grab a slice of cheese pizza from the guy on the next street before I caught a cab. I figured, given the exigency, wardrobe would forgive me. Kali and I parted company at the front gate, with me assuring her I was headed to Madison Square Garden to watch other people fight tonight.

“Okay, Mr. Belzer,” she said. “Have fun and be good.”

Mr. Belzer? I was starting to feel like a surrogate uncle.

I waved to her just as I headed out the gate. Chris, the security guard, said, “Hey, Belz.”

“What’s up?” I asked.

He cocked his head. I followed the gesture and saw a short, big-bellied guy standing off to the side puffing on a smoke and staring at me. At least half a dozen smashed cigarette butts littered the ground around his shoes. Obviously, he’d been waiting a while. Either that, or he had a very nasty habit of hot boxing. I pegged him at being in his early fifties, and he was wearing a plaid sport coat that must have looked great at his high school graduation. He grinned as he started toward me, showing me that his last visit to a dentist had probably been around that time too. But he was holding a paperback copy of my book, UFOs, JFK, and Elvis: Conspiracies You Don’t Have to Be Crazy to Believe. I took a lot of heat for posing with the cigarette in my mouth for the cover of that one.

“I admire your taste in reading,” I said.

“Yeah, you know, this ain’t half bad.”

“Actually, I do know. I wrote it.”

“No shit. Why do you think I been standing here?” He held the book out to me with a pen and said, “How about signing it for me?”

Time was tight, but how long could a signature take? Besides, it was, after all, one of my favorite works of great literature.

“Certainly,” I said, accepting the book. Something about this guy was making the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. I’d have to make this quick. Extra quick. And make sure I washed my hands before I ate. “How would you like this signed? To you or to eBay?”

The joke seemed to perplex him. This guy was no rocket scientist, that was for sure. His rotund face froze in what could have been a semipermanent sneer, his lips still curled around the smoking butt. Was this dude a fugitive from the funny farm, or what?

“Sir?” I asked after a few beats, figuring polite professionalism was the best course. It was going to be tight if I wanted to make it to the Garden on time.

“Huh?”

“How would you like this signed? To you?”

He snorted. “Why, shit, of course it’s for me.”

“Fine,” I said, smiling and taking a surreptitious glance at my watch. Still time to make it, if traffic wasn’t too bad. “What’s your name?”

Instead of answering, he asked, “So how did you like the article?”

“Article?” I played dumb, even though I now had a good idea who this joker was.

“The one I had dropped off here this morning,” he said. “I’m the guy who wrote it.” He held out his hand. “Cyrus Gustafson, reporter. Glad to meetcha.”

I scrawled something half legible on the title page of the book and handed it back to him. “Thank you. I hope you enjoy it.”

“What was that fight about last night?” He took one last drag on his cigarette and tossed it into the gutter. “From the looks of it, you really beat the shit outta those two street punks.”

“You decked some punks, Belz?” the security guard chimed in. Just what I needed. A sideline assist for prolonging the conversation with Cyrus, the knucklehead.

“Belz, huh? That your nickname or something?”

“Or something. Nice meeting you, but I got to get going.” No way I wanted to say where.

“So what’s your connection to Markovich?” Gustafson asked. “I know he’s with the medical examiner’s office. And he’s quitting. I heard rumors that maybe he was on the take or something. You know anything about it?”

“Nothing that an ace journalist like yourself couldn’t find out on your own.” I saw a cab with its availability light on turn the corner toward me. I waved and the driver made a beeline for us. I covered the distance to the cab in three long strides. Right now, I had to get away from Oliver Stone Jr. here.

“Hey, Belz, wait.” His short legs carried him toward the cab just as I opened the door and got inside. “There are some more things I got to ask you. And don’t forget you owe me, big-time, for plastering your puss on the front page like that. Free publicity.”

“Send a bill to the producer,” I said, “and if he pays you, buy a new sport jacket there, Slappy.”

The driver’s dark eyes stared at me in the rearview mirror. “Is the other gentleman coming with?”

“Not if you pull away quickly enough,” I said.

He did and we were off to the races. Or, I should say, the fights. I caught a glance of Gustafson’s beefy face as we roared away. It looked like a cross between unadulterated stupidity and the goofy-eyed conceit that that crazy guy must have had back when he beat the shit out of Dan Rather. What was the frequency, Cyrus?

By the time we worked through the typically dense New York traffic to Seventh Avenue and Thirty-second Street, I had made three unsuccessful attempts to get hold of Rudy on my cell phone. I kept getting his heavily accented, “If you vant to leaf a message…” I hung up as the bright lights of the most famous marquee in all of sports loomed ahead of me, advertising Heavyweight Championship Title Fight—Zotkin vs. Taylor—Tonight.

“This is good,” I told my cabdriver as we arrived at the Garden. I gave him a generous tip and got out. I looked in vain for Rudy, scanning the front doors and the area next to the elevators.

He must have his cell off, I thought. Probably up in the arena already. After patting my pockets and finding the ticket he’d given me, I proceeded inside and took an elevator up to the fifth floor, munching pizza as I went. The place was filling up with a large contingent of local Eastern Euros holding up blue and yellow flags and yelling for Alexi. I hated to tell them that the main event was still at least two hours or so away, depending on how quickly the undercards went. By that time they’d probably be good and plastered, so I made a mental note to beware of flying beer cups in case by some fluke Alexi didn’t win.

I was just glad the Garden didn’t serve anything in a glass bottle. I sure didn’t want to end up as collateral damage. But then again, I’d have a doctor with me.

The seats were great. Third row on the aisle. Close enough to catch all the action, but far enough away to avoid the splatterings. The only problem was that both seats were empty. I sat in mine and nudged the guy one seat over.

“I’m expecting a friend,” I said, pointing to the empty seat next to me. “He shown up yet?”

The guy shook his head and stared at me. “Hey, ain’t you that guy on TV?”

I raised my finger to my lips and said, “Actually, that’s my talented twin brother.”

“Oh, okay,” he said, giving me a nod and a vacuous look. He punched the guy next to him and whispered something. He’d obviously gotten a head start on his late night drinking.

I told him I’d be right back, and if my friend showed up to mention that. The guy nodded again, slightly less stupidly this time.

I figured if Rudy was anywhere, he’d be back in Alexi’s dressing room, wishing the big guy luck before his bout. The guy he was fighting tonight, Calvin Taylor, was no tomato can, but I had no doubt that Alexi would take him. At six seven, Alexi was one of the biggest guys I’d ever seen, among them, Hulk Hogan. But while Hogan had had that bloated steroid look in his heyday, Alexi had a streamlined, Superman physique. Combine that with the straightest, hardest right hand in the whole heavyweight division, and Mr. Taylor was probably in for a short night and a long nap.

I worked my way back up the arterial aisle and cut down the hallway that led to the dressing rooms. A security guard stopped me as I approached and said the area was restricted. Then he extended his hand with a grin. “Mr. Belzer. Wow. Sorry, sir. I guess I didn’t recognize you.” He began patting his pockets. “Say, will you autograph something for me? If I can find some paper.”

“I want to wish Alexi luck,” I told him, taking out one of my business cards and signing it. “I’m a personal friend of his.”

I gave him the card and he grinned from ear to ear as he knocked softly on the door and spoke to Carmen Lovato, Alexi’s manager. The door opened wider. Carmen’s round face was split open with a wide smile.

“Belz,” he said, “come on in. We’re just taping up.”

I slipped past the security guard and shook hands with Carmen. I glanced around the sterile room, but no Rudy.

Alexi sat on a metal table wearing a blue and yellow robe and holding his massive right fist outward. Under the watchful eye of Horatio Turner, Alexi’s trainer, another guy spun a roll of white gauze around Alexi’s hand, looping it over the back and circling over a padded section. A third man, who I assumed was from Taylor’s camp, stood nearby, as did an official. Hand wrapping required numerous witnesses ever since the very old days when Jack “Doc” Kearns, Jack Dempsey’s manager, had been accused of sprinkling plaster of Paris on challenger Dempsey’s hands before the Manassa Mauler beat the holy hell out of then champion Jess Willard. The match had ended so quickly, with the champ suffering a broken cheekbone, jaw, and several teeth, that Willard’s manager complained that the alleged plaster on Dempsey’s hands had hardened when his perspiration had moistened it, thus making the challenger’s hands like rocks. I remembered my grandfather telling me about Dempsey, and how the man’s fists were like miniature hams even without gloves. But ever since then, a person from the opposite camp was entitled to inspect the opponent’s hands prior to the fight. Even so, unscrupulous promoters, like Panama Lewis, have occasionally been able to slip illegal things into fights, like gloves full of horsehair. Carmen wasn’t about to let anything like that happen to Alexi, though.

The champ had the robe on to keep warm and loose. Once the hands were wrapped and initialed, he’d start shadowboxing to break a sweat. I knew I’d have to be long gone before then to give him the time to prepare in privacy.

“Richard,” Alexi said. “Goud to see you.” His accent was almost as heavy as Rudy’s.

I waved and smiled. “Rudy been by yet?”

Alexi’s smile turned to a frown. “No, I have not seen him. He told me he coming too. He always come wish me luck before fight.”

The attendant finished placing some white adhesive tape between each of Alexi’s fingers. The guy had the biggest hands I’d ever seen.

Horatio held up an open palm and Alexi smacked his clenched fist lightly against it.

“How’s that feel, Champ?” Horatio asked.

“It feel good,” Alexi said. “Richard, you are going to meet Rudy? Where are you sitting?”

I was about to answer when Horatio cut me off. “Look, Belz, I love you, man, but we got a fight to get ready for. Do you mind?”

I knew his loyalty to his fighter was matched only by his intensity, and he was right. What they needed now was privacy: mental focus was almost as important as physical conditioning. I smiled and said, “Udachi, Champ,” which was as close to “Good luck” in Russian as I could muster. The byproduct of my questionable pronunciation was that anybody listening most likely mistook it for “You da champ,” which worked almost as well.

Alexi grinned and said, “Spasibo, but I have to start teach you Ukrainian. I’m going back there, you know.”

“Wait till after you knock Taylor on his ass tonight,” I said, heading for the door. “And then unify the title, while you’re at it.”

Maybe Rudy was ringside by now, I thought. I heard some yelling and realized the preliminary bout must have started.

I stopped at the concession stand for a cup of red wine and made my way back to my seat. The one next to me was still unoccupied. No Rudy. I thought about trying him again on my cell phone, but a loud roar from the raucous crowd eliminated that idea. I’d never be able to hear him even if he did answer. I am not a texter.

I settled back and watched the fighters on the undercard beat the crap out of each other, hoping somebody would take notice. Unfortunately, while these poor bastards were up there putting it all on the line, the bloodthirsty crowd was booing as if they weren’t seeing enough action. I guess most of them didn’t quite understand that the essence of “the sweet science” involved not getting hit when you didn’t have to. Especially on an undercard where the pay wasn’t going to come anywhere near matching the pain.

I made up my mind to go out and call Rudy again from the lobby, where it was a little less noisy, if he didn’t show up after the next fight. That one wasn’t bad either. As the cameraman was focusing on the cable TV guys, who I assumed were discussing the current disarray of the heavyweight division in preparation for Alexi’s appearance, I stood and saw a uniformed cop standing next to me. He looked down at the empty seat where Rudy was supposed to have been sitting, read something on his notepad, and spoke into his shoulder mic.

I nodded to him. He nodded back, then asked, “Hey, Belz, you been here all night?”

“Since the thing started, why?”

“You seen anybody sitting in that seat?”

“No, I’ve been waiting for him myself,” I said. I didn’t ask why he was asking. I figured I’d find out soon enough. And I wasn’t sure I was going to like the answer.

“You know the guy?”

“Yeah, he’s a good friend of mine. I was supposed to meet him here.”

The cop said something I couldn’t quite understand into his microphone again, listened, and then looked at me. His face was grim.

“Maybe you’d better come with me.”

Uh-oh, I thought, fuck me, something’s not good.








CHAPTER 3



As we were walking up the aisle toward the lobby, the lights dimmed and I caught a riff of rap music coming over the speakers. Calvin Taylor was making his entrance. When he was done, Alexi, as champion, would follow, and then the Michael Buffer wannabe would do the introductions. Or maybe they’d actually gotten the Buff for this one. After all, it was a championship fight at the Garden with the number one–rated heavyweight in the world. HBO was here. So were numerous sports reporters and celebrities.

But I was more concerned about Rudy. From the copper’s expression, I figured something was up. I’d played a cop on TV long enough to assume, and had enough life experience to know, that when the men in blue show up, it’s not usually good news. I got my second surprise of the evening when we pushed through the double doors and into the lobby. Maxwell Kaminsky, a detective I’ve known for years, was there talking to a couple of people, at least one of whom I was sure was another detective. They were standing in between the wall pictures of Frank Sinatra and Elvis. Something was definitely up. Max looked a bit more shopworn than usual. He was a big guy with a barrel chest, carrying about thirty more pounds than he needed. His hair, which had once probably been curly, thick, and black, was now sparsely combed back over his scalp and sprinkled with gray.

“Belz,” he said, looking as surprised as I felt, “what the hell you doing here?”

“Waiting for the main event,” I said. “And for my friend, Rudy Markovich. He was supposed to meet me here.”

Max’s eyes were dark brown and deeply set, making it hard to read his expression. Whether this came naturally or from concealing his emotions for close to thirty years as a cop, I didn’t know. “You seen him tonight at all?”

I shook my head. “The officer here asked me the same thing. Now what the hell’s going on?”

Max shook his head, but I wasn’t going to let this explanation slip away in a current of police business.

“Max, come on. It’s me. Belz. Your buddy, remember?”

He smirked and I saw the corners of his eyes soften just a little. Or had I imagined it?

“Plus,” I said, “we’re talking about Rudy, our esteemed medical examiner. He gave me tickets for the fight tonight. He’s my man.”

“I heard he was resigning,” Max said.

“Does that make this any less serious?”

Max blew out a slow breath. The other detective looked at him sharply, but Max shook his head. “We found his car down by the East River. Bullet hole in the door, and his coat’s in there too. Covered in blood.”

His words hit me like a gut punch. “Is he all right?”

Max shrugged. “We ain’t found him yet. They’re getting a dive team ready to start checking the river.”

“Shit,” I said. The image of the dark water closing over my head as I looked up at the fading lights of the city rushed through my mind. Sometimes a vivid imagination is a curse. In any case, no matter how I tossed this one, it wasn’t coming back pretty.

“Anyhow,” he continued, “we checked his coat and found half a fight ticket for the Garden in his pocket. Figured we’d backtrack a little bit, see if anybody’d seen him here earlier.”

“What are you going to do now? Did you notify his family?”

He nodded. “Got a couple of uniforms going over there as we speak.”

“Maybe I should go too,” I said.

He shook his head. “Not a good idea. Plus, we still don’t know what’s what right now.”

I was feeling totally left out. Desperate. “Can I at least go back to the crime scene with you?”

“You know better than that,” Max said. “You’re no cop.”

“Yeah, I know, but Rudy and I go back a ways. Like I said, he was supposed to meet me here at the Garden so we could see Alexi fight.”

“Alexi? That big Russkie dude?”

I nodded.

“Did he win?”

My turn to shrug. “It’s probably just getting started now.”

“Then go back in and watch it.” Max reached into his shirt pocket and took out a card. “Here, I’ll write my cell number on the back. Give me yours.”

He scribbled a number on the back of the card and handed it to me. I gave him mine and looked at what he’d written. “I can barely read this chicken scratching. Or is that intentional?”

He grinned, but it was an expression devoid of mirth. “Of course it’s intentional. You don’t think I’d be giving out my cell number to some actor, even if he does play one of us on TV, do ya?”

“It’s like trying to read a doctor’s handwriting,” the other homicide dick chimed in. “A doctor of bullshitting.”

The other coppers all laughed. Police humor. There’s them, and there’s everybody else. I’d seen glimpses of the cop fraternity from my time observing at various precincts. The thin blue line was always present, and it turned solid and impenetrable when you tried to get too close. I watched them leave and debated what to do.

I could try to grab a cab over to Rudy’s. His wife was a real sweetheart, but her English was sort of limited. His kids were small too, and I didn’t want to upset them. I’d probably do more harm than good trying to tell them anything. Plus, I didn’t really know what to say. They hadn’t determined exactly what had happened to Rudy. I felt the mental urge to add “if anything” to that last sentence, but I knew in my gut something was up. Rudy wouldn’t have made plans to meet me here and then not shown up unless something, or somebody, stopped him. I thought back to our dinner conversation. I remembered the uneasiness that had punctuated his statements and pauses. Rudy was one of the most precise men I’d ever met. He’d made his living by being precise. The hesitation should have clued to me that something was seriously wrong. I should have pressed him more when he dropped those hints, asking me what I knew about police work and if I had any friends on the force.
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