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YEA, THOUGH I RIDE, IN RELATIVE LUXURY, THROUGHthe valley of the shadow of death…

Despite being imprisoned in the carpeted darkness of the full-size Mercedes’ trunk, Paul Dimino had a rough idea where he was, and worse, where he was headed. Starting at the point of abduction, through each turn, and with the speed at which the vehicle was now traveling, he guessed they were on the Cross Bronx Expressway. For men of his profession, that borough had only one purpose: making a body disappear. He tugged at the plastic cuffs that bound him. The ends had been expertly looped through the back of his belt, allowing his hands little movement. Another was wound tightly around his ankles, and a precut length of duct tape sealed his mouth from earlobe to earlobe, the taste of adhesive bitter.

Inexplicably, calm seized him. Although the remainder of his life might be measured in minutes, he seemed to accept his fate with a previously unrealized strain of dignity. Not that finding himself in such a situation was unexpected. Like a single malignant cell, the possibility that something like this could happen, whether provoked or not, had been in the back of his mind since the day he was sworn into the life. A product of Catholic schools, he had been shaped by the notion that consequences, although sometimes brutal, were intrinsically redemptive. Penance—the workingman’s therapy. Apparently there was more altar boy in him than he knew, because the relief he was experiencing, with all its intricate opiates, seemed to have dissolved the need for fear.

He had murdered three men—in the line of duty, he reminded whoever might be monitoring his last-minute codicil—and each of them had nothing but panic in their eyes as their final moments slipped away. But now placed in the identical situation, he was interested only in timing the patterns of surging rain on the trunk lid, each a tiny, mathematical fugue. A slow, tranquil breath warmed him.

For some reason, he was being offered a last few unencumbered moments to weigh his life. A wife and son, he guessed, were its measurable total. A wife and son, but not a family. He had made no such investment. Instead, he had given free rein to base instincts, leaving everything else to pale with insignificance. Never having tasted the bittersweet affirmation of hard work or sacrifice or selflessness, everything now seemed useless and ephemeral. Even the difference between living and dying.

The Mercedes hit a deep pothole, slamming his head against the floor. He tested the cuffs again. When the two men had forced him into the trunk at gunpoint, he noticed that they had even thought to disconnect the interior safety release. Briefly, he had considered trying to buy them off, but they had treated him with complete indifference—an indication that this was not the first time they had murdered someone.

His first time had been difficult. It was not a question of whether he could kill somebody, but whether he wanted to. He knew the decision was irrevocable. Had he been offered a bribe at that instant, he now wondered if he would have chosen differently. Probably not. He didn’t particularly like murder, but it was a tool, the most complicated one men of his tradition used, something that was both exciting and repulsive, a necessary passage if a man was to be taken seriously.

He had never seen either of these men before, and the one who did the talking sheared off the ends of longer words to their last hard consonant, leaving the slightly fractured, staccato accent that was peculiar to the Chicago area. He assumed that they had been brought in from out of town, which was unusual. The endless government assault had robbed the five New York families of their swagger, along with their most prized possession, the illusion of invulnerability. Uncertainty had caused them to become extremely provincial, trusting only their own. That these two were imported meant someone comfortable with the old ways, someone with patience, had issued the contract for his death. That suggested only one person—Bastiano “Buster” Delvecchio, the head of the Corsalini crime family.

Delvecchio must have finally discovered that Dimino had been stealing from him. To a reasonable person, some degree of mitigation for being a thief could be offered. After all, hadn’t he done everything his boss had asked of him, including the three murders? And though he knew things that could hurt the old man, he never breathed a word, not even when serving a year and a half on a weapons charge. For his loyalty, he was thrown only crumbs. As much out of anger as greed, he began skimming from the family’s vending machine interests. Suddenly, deceiving his boss became as addictive as the stolen money. Paradoxically, as dictated by the counterclockwise rules of organized crime, stealing had returned power to him. It proved that he was more cunning than the old man. Dimino barked a muted laugh through the duct tape. So smart that I’m now the one in the trunk.

In the bumpy darkness, he smiled. I would do it all again. It was all about respect, and part of that was dying without complaint or apology. But there was enough Sicilian outrage left in him to argue that while a man could accept violent death, he must also plot against those who caused it.

Given the circumstance, he could think of only one way to avenge his own death. He stretched his left hand to his right and, with some difficulty, slid the flawless star sapphire ring off his little finger. His initials were engraved inside. He wriggled around until he found a seam in the carpeting, probably leading to the tire well, and pushed the ring down into it. If it were found, his last moments alive could be traced to the Mercedes and, with a little luck, back to Delvecchio.

But the ring was valuable, and if found by the wrong person would simply disappear. He had to leave other evidence, the kind the law has special equipment to find—DNA. Lying on his side, he raised his head until it was touching the trunk lid. Finally he found an edge on the metal, but it wasn’t sharp enough to cut him by simple contact. Fucking Germans. With a quick jerk, he raked his ear against it. When he didn’t feel the dampness of his own blood, he did it again, harder. Still he felt nothing. The car veered to the right and slowed down, an indication they had gotten off the expressway. There wasn’t much time left. He smashed his head as hard as he could while raking it against the lid. Almost immediately, he felt blood. He started rolling around the trunk, leaving stains in detectable amounts. Take that, old man.

Suddenly the Mercedes jerked forward as the driver stomped the accelerator and started taking corners at dangerous speeds. Then Dimino heard a siren. After a few more turns, it seemed to be closing.

A gunshot boomed from the Mercedes. As quickly as he could, Dimino turned himself so his feet were pointing toward the back of the car and curled up in a ball, hoping that if the cops returned fire, he would be hit only in his feet or legs. But no shot came from the pursuing car. Again the Mercedes fired. Still no return fire. Did they know he was in the trunk and didn’t want to risk hitting him? He hoped so. Goddamnit—whoever you are—don’t lose us.

After a couple more sliding turns and accelerations, the Mercedes fishtailed to a stop. Dimino was thrown forward, hitting the front wall of the trunk. Then he heard the car’s doors open, followed by quickly shifting footsteps. “Hold it! FBI!” came from the distance.

Now there were multiple gunshots. He heard the rear window above his head explode. He tried to shrink into a smaller ball. More gunfire erupted, and then along with the sounds of everyone running, it trailed away. Complete silence followed as the rain drummed on the trunk lid, matching the rate of Dimino’s pounding heart. Waiting until there no longer seemed to be any danger, he started kicking the sides of the trunk and mumbled urgently through his gag. Outside, a man’s voice said calmly, “Hold on, we’ll get you out of there.” Dimino could hear him walk around to the driver’s door—almost in slow motion—and felt the car lean slightly as the person got in and took the keys from the ignition. An instant later, the trunk lid opened. Two men dressed in windbreakers stood over him. The older one, pulling the tape from his mouth, asked, “Who are you?” in the damaged, irresistible baritone of a longtime whiskey and cigarette abuser.

“I assume you’re the FBI.”

Each agent grabbed an arm and pulled him out of the trunk. “I’m T. H. Crowe. This is Dick Zalenski. Yeah, we’re agents.” Crowe’s face was heavily creased with age. Zalenski, who looked thirty years younger than Crowe, just nodded. Even under the dark, unpredictable sky, his face glowed with an unassailable innocence as if someone had granted him absolution of all future sins. Dimino thought they could have been some kind of before-and-after advertisement. Just Say No—to becoming an FBI agent.

“I’m Paul Dimino.”

Crowe said, “Dimino? Aren’t you connected to the Corsalini family?”

Dimino knew he was about to make a decision that would change the rest of his life. Either he had to play dumb and get away from these men—which would mean disappearing permanently, because Bastiano Delvecchio was a patient man—or he could seek federal sanctuary, which meant turning against the head of his family. “How did you guys know I was in the trunk?”

“Someone tipped our Chicago office that these two guys were coming out here to zip someone. Their surveillance crew put them on the plane at O’Hare, and we picked them up when they got off at JFK. Looks like your lucky day.” They were standing in the parking lot of an old factory. Crowe pointed up at the wall next to where the Mercedes had dead-ended. In faded letters, Dimino could just make out the name of the business:

LANTRELL’S CHICAGO-STYLE SAUSAGE

“Not to seem unappreciative, but if you were following them since the airport, why didn’t you grab them as soon as they put me in the trunk?”

With what Dimino supposed passed for a smile, Crowe said, “Actually, my vote was to wait until your toes were in the grinder—”

“We had to wait for backup,” Zalenski interrupted. “We get calls like this all the time. We cover them, but until tonight they’ve always been BS. When we saw this was for real, we called for help.”

“Did they get away?”

“Other units in the area are looking for them. If we don’t find them, it’ll just be temporary.”

“Well, I guess I don’t have to say thanks.”

Crowe inhaled a slow, bracing breath before he spoke. Everything about him seemed lethargic. Speaking appeared to drain him even further. “Are you affiliated with the Corsalini family?”

Dimino looked up at the sign on the wall and then at the younger agent before turning back to Crowe. Even though he was about to disappear forever into a black hole of anonymity, he smiled. “Not since I joined the Witness Protection Program.”

After cutting away the flex-cuffs, the agents led him to their car. Before getting in, he ran back to the Mercedes and dug out his ring. Slipping it on, he turned his face up to the steady rain and opened his mouth, catching its sweetness on his tongue. Maybe it was true what the Bible says, he thought, that the wages of sin is death, but apparently it depended on what kind of week you put in.

As soon as the Bureau car containing the government’s newest informant pulled out of the lot, the two men who had abducted Dimino came from a prearranged hiding place behind the plant. The taller one, Jack Straker, took out an unfiltered cigarette and rolled it against the tip of his tongue, wetting the end. He lit it and slowly pulled the first drag deep into his lungs. Howard Snow watched the tiny ritual, and, without a cigarette, he inhaled a breath of equal size, rhythm, and reward.

In his flat Chicago accent, Straker said, “That was a pretty convincing chase. I almost lost it coming around that last turn into the lot. Thought I was going to take out the fence. You were looking a little white-knuckled yourself there, Howie.” He was smiling. Jack Straker was not particularly good-looking, until he smiled. Although perfectly balanced, his features had a strangely anonymous quality. At rest, his face had a look of chronic boredom that threatened to drain the energy from those within its range. But when he smiled, planes shifted and its remarkable equipoise was revealed. His cheeks drew up under high cheekbones and his eyes were pulled into flawless teardrops, suddenly shining. The lower lip flattened, allowing the cleft in his chin to become shadowed, bisecting his face and exposing its symmetry. When the transition occurred, the smile’s target, most often female, felt the small, jolting euphoria that came with discovering something so well hidden. Occasionally, whether out of actual boredom or maybe to determine if there was a limit to this endowment, almost in parody of himself, he would bare his teeth farcically. It didn’t seem to matter. Anything from the most reticent smirk to a full, howling jack-o’-lantern—it all worked.

Howard Snow, on the other hand, was short and slight of build. His hands were small and childlike, constantly seeking any object to fidget with. Even dressed in an expensive warmup suit with three thick gold chains around his neck, he looked more like a librarian than a mobster. His face had the perennial expression of being slightly puzzled by everything within range of his myopic eyes. He reached into his pocket and took out a pair of glasses. Even with his vision adjusted, he looked around as if the correction was still somewhat suspect. His left hand went to one of the gold chains and started fingering its sharp links methodically.

Snow smiled appreciatively. “I could use a change of underwear.”

Straker laughed. “Christ, Howard, that’s actually pretty funny. For you, it’s damn near hysterical.”

Snow looked down, slightly embarrassed by the compliment, and then to ease his discomfort walked around the back of the car and examined the shattered window. “Dreagen’s going to be pissed about that.”

“Dreagen? What does the administrative ASAC have to do with this? Or anything that real agents do?”

“He told Nick that he wanted this for his personal Bucar after we were done tonight. I guess it won’t be too bad to get fixed.”

Straker laughed in the peculiar way he always did when he was about to say something sardonic. “That’s perfect. Assistant Special Agent in Charge Bernard E. Dreagen. A sniveling asshole, who has never worked a case in his life, wants to drive a Mercedes that some poor hump agent worked his tail off to seize as part of a drug forfeiture, a car he could probably use undercover to make more cases.” Straker got a black leather bag out of the backseat and pulled a handheld radio from it. He tossed it to Snow, who caught it clumsily. “Call for any of the units that are still in the area who can give us a ride.”

“Aren’t we taking this?” He watched the rain slant in the jagged opening where the rear window had been. “It isn’t that bad.” Straker got behind the wheel without answering. “What are you going to do?” Snow asked, his voice slightly elevated, more pleading than questioning.

Straker took a drag on his cigarette. “Evidently you’ve forgotten how delighted Dreagen was to dump you on this squad.”

“Come on, Jack.”

Straker took a final, long drag and flipped his cigarette in a lazy, tumbling arc. “Call for the car…and you better give me a little room.”

Snow shook his head and backed up.

The Mercedes’ oversized engine caught with a roar. Straker’s eyebrows snapped up and down as he raced the engine. He fastened his seat belt without bothering to close the door. He dropped the shift into reverse and gunned it. The car accelerated a hundred feet before striking a concrete light pillar, caving in the rear end of the vehicle. The fifteen-foot metal light stanchion collapsed and fell on top of the car, shattering the sunroof. Straker then put it in neutral and revved the engine to near capacity. With a formal salute to Snow, he closed the door and shifted into gear, holding the accelerator against the floor. The tires spun briefly on the wet pavement, then the vehicle catapulted forward. It reached almost fifty miles an hour before slamming into the wall, taking out a couple dozen courses of brick. The engine sputtered, choked, and died as steam escaped up into the cool rain.

Snow ran to the car as Straker stumbled out, his forehead bleeding. “Jesus Christ, Jack, are you all right?”

“Fucking air bag failed,” Straker said through clenched teeth, testing the cut with his fingertips. “I think I screwed up.”

“Whoa, John William Straker second-guessing an impulse?”

“Jesus, Howie, first a joke, and now you’re taking a shot at me?”

“I’ve been running with a bad crowd.”

“And yet another shot. Maybe there is hope for you.” Snow smiled self-consciously. “But I think you’re missing the point. If I had been more patient, and with a little bit of luck, the ASAC could have been killed driving this thing.”
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MIKE PARISI SAT AT THE FIVE-DOLLAR BLACKJACK table, trying to slow-play what remained of the hundred-dollar stack of chips in front of him. It seemed foolish to worry about such a small amount when ten thousand dollars of his own money had just been bet on another one of his crew’s “can’t-lose” schemes, but for some reason, watching this hundred dollars trickle into the lava flow of cash and credit card numbers headed toward the Mohegan Sun counting room was making him even more anxious. Part of it was that even though he had been their boss for two years, he knew they still didn’t accept him. And sitting and waiting for this latest scam to play out, he wasn’t sure whether it was more prank than con. He even began to wonder if he wasn’t the mark.

“Your bet, sir,” the dealer said, this time with a little less diplomacy. Parisi looked at him slowly and then again at the two cards that lay face up in front of him.

When he became engaged to Danielle, going to work for her uncle had seemed like a reasonable idea, at least financially. The downside was that his new employer, Anthony Carrera, was head of the Galante crime family. Not that breaking the law had ever kept Parisi awake at night. As a kid he had earned himself six months in a New York State juvenile facility for stealing cars. Of all the lessons incarceration could teach, the two he came away with were: never break the law out of boredom, and if the punishment for the crime outweighs the reward, you’ve fucked up. In recent years, before he met Danielle, he had been involved in some pyramid sales schemes, getting out just ahead of the regulators. And when nothing else was available, he worked a few boiler-room operations, defrauding people whose greed made them foolish enough to trust a voice on the telephone.

Carrera had offered Parisi the bulk of his loansharking and gambling interests to oversee. With that responsibility came a crew, or as Carrera had called it with a formality more suited to his generation, a regime. Parisi would be its capo. The previous captain, he was assured, had died of natural causes. Parisi was to be paid 10 percent of whatever his crew brought in, which, based on the don’s estimate, would bring him roughly a hundred and seventy-five thousand dollars a year. Additionally, he would be given 10 percent of any additional revenue his crew could create.

But memories of juvenile confinement warned Parisi of the consequences of easy money. He told Danni that before he could accept her uncle’s offer, he had to be sure they had a way out—and in no more than three or four years—before it all became too comfortable and brought with it the inevitable prison sentence, or worse. A boyhood friend of Parisi’s, Colin O’Brien, who had done well in northeastern New Jersey real estate, offered a possible solution. His father had a friend who owned a Cadillac dealership in southern Florida and was looking to retire. The asking price was ten million dollars, which by current standards was more than fair. O’Brien told Parisi that they could get a loan from the banks, but the downstroke would be 30 percent, making Parisi’s end a million five, a number Parisi knew would be impossible to accumulate legitimately. Since the laws that he would be breaking for the don were not a priority for law enforcement, Parisi drew in a cautious breath and accepted.

In the last two years, he had managed to save close to three hundred thousand dollars, funneling it into an account used for his “consulting” business. His wife pitched in by working as a hostess at a local restaurant to bring in additional income. Their only disagreement over money was her insistence on buying the works of local artists, many of which were exhibited in the restaurant. While he thought most of them were amateurish, he never objected too strenuously. He supposed it was because of the way she went about it, buying them without apology, never asking for an opinion, confident in her choice. It was a strength he admired. He wished he were equally sure of himself with his crew. If he had been, he wouldn’t be sitting in a casino in Connecticut in the middle of the night.

“I’ll take a hit,” he said, and when the dealer turned over his third card, it was a queen, giving him twenty-three. He tossed in another five-dollar chip and looked at his watch.

Less than three hours earlier Jimmy Tatorrio had called him at home with his latest “surefire” moneymaker, a bet that would return eleven thousand dollars to Parisi on a loan of ten. What Tatorrio didn’t say was that if he lost the bet, the chances of Parisi ever seeing his money again were extremely small. A judicious person would have said no, but Parisi was the outsider. The rest of his crew had come up together, ripping and running through the streets of Brooklyn. They had trusted one another their entire lives. His position as their boss had been gained solely through the sacrament of marriage. He felt he had little choice but to say yes.

“Ten thousand? No problem,” he said, trying to strike the pose of casual recklessness the members of his crew seemed to thrive on. Since taking over, he had tried different things to cast himself in the role of mobster, but with little success. Barely five foot seven and thin, he was not physically imposing. He was in his early thirties but looked younger, possessing one of those boyish faces that would probably change little over the next twenty years. He was wearing the kind of warmup suit some of the older men wore, but its bagginess made him look even more misplaced. A gold crucifix, slightly too large, hung across his chest. Tucking it inside his jacket, he pulled up the zipper a couple of inches and took a watery sip of his scotch, another thing he didn’t like. He took a larger swallow to punish himself for his pretense.

He glanced at Gus Dellaporta sitting next to him. There was a mobster. At 270 pounds, he was their chief enforcer, but his hovering presence usually precluded any need for actual violence. If his crew had any respect among the other families, it was thanks to Dellaporta. No matter how badly one of their little enterprises fell apart, he never panicked, but methodically found a way to get out, managing to salvage some dignity for the crew.

Jimmy Tatorrio was another story. He lived purely by his wits. If his request for a loan had come during the day, Parisi would have guessed that the money was needed for another “lock” at the track. “What do you need it for this late?” Parisi had asked, hoping for a loophole.

“Did I ever tell you the story about the time I helped the FBI put the bug in the old club?”

Tatorrio had a flair for throwing out the one line that begged for the rest of the story. “No,” Parisi said, forcing as much disinterest into his tone as possible.

Tatorrio fought the urge to entertain him with the long version. “Remind me to tell you about it sometime. But a guy from the Parrinos had to lend me ten grand that night. Then the SOB gouged me for nine months. Every week when I’d pay him the juice, he’d make sure somebody else from his crew was there so he could enjoy rubbing it in. I’ve been working on a deal to get even for a year now, waiting for just the right time. He walked in the club tonight and started busting my balls. You know my temper, so I started this in motion without thinking. But honest, Mike, this can’t miss.”

“I’m going to need more than ‘it can’t miss.’ ”

“It would take too long to explain. We’re leaving to drive up to Mohegan Sun in less than an hour, and I’ve got to get over to my parents’ and pick up their dog and then get back here.”

“Why the dog?”

“He’s the bet,” Tatorrio said. “Mike, you’re the only chance I got.”

It sounded like a disaster in need only of financing. He started to search for other reasons why he couldn’t get involved and finally said, “I’ll be there in a half hour.”

At the club, Tatorrio’s car was parked behind a black Lincoln that Parisi didn’t recognize. Dellaporta and Tatorrio were sitting in the back room drinking with two other men. A golden retriever lay obediently next to the table. Tatorrio stood up and shook Parisi’s hand.

Six foot two, Jimmy Tatorrio was narrow at the hips and shoulders. His entire body, including a long neck and head, could be best described as a narrow cylinder, the most salient feature of which was a gnarled Adam’s apple that appeared to be as prominent as his shortened chin. When he spoke, all the surrounding features seemed to stand fast while the dominating knot of cartilage bobbed excitedly. His eyes protruded like those of a creature that had survived because of a few extra degrees of peripheral vision. That Tatorrio had escaped a lifetime of obvious nicknames was a testament to his ability to never take himself seriously, a point of silent but inestimable admiration among Parisi’s crew.

“You’re a lifesaver, man,” Tatorrio said. “This is Joe Chianese. Joe, Mike Parisi.” In his late forties, with an oily, out-of-date hair-style, Chianese had the impatience, the racing emptiness of a degenerate gambler. “How are you?”

Chianese shot a thumb over his shoulder. “This is Billy.” Parisi nodded.

No one said anything further, and Parisi realized all eyes were on him. “You’re waiting for the money.”

“That’s why we’re all here.” Dellaporta said.

“Can I at least know what the bet is?”

Tatorrio said, “That I will be able to get Rusty here into the Mohegan Sun.” He leaned down and stroked the dog’s head. “And he will not only be allowed to sit at the blackjack table in a player’s chair, but to actually play.”

“For one hour,” Chianese interjected.

“Yes, Joe, for one hour.”

Chianese said, “If this is some kind of trick with words or some other bullshit, all bets are off.”

“The dog will be allowed to play blackjack with me at the Mohegan Sun for one hour,” Tatorrio said. “Period.”

Parisi looked at Dellaporta for some sign of reassurance. “Don’t ask me, Mike. I know they don’t let animals in a casino under no circumstance. And as far as playing…”

Parisi stared at Tatorrio hoping to get some indication of how he was going to do it. Asking the wrong question might expose whatever sleight of hand Tatorrio had devised and cancel the bet. Tatorrio stared back evenly. Parisi handed him the small gym bag he was carrying. Tatorrio placed the bills on the table. “There’s mine, Joe.”

Chianese riffled through one of the bundles and tossed it back on the table. He handed his car keys to Billy, who headed out the door. “It’s okay with me if Gus holds the money.”

“I appreciate this, Mike,” Tatorrio said. “I’ll see you tomorrow when we get back.”

Parisi looked over at Gus, who was examining the bundled bills. “I think I should go along.”

“Really? Sure, Mike, I just thought, you know, you’d have better things to do.”

“If I was a little smarter, I probably would. But I should at least get some entertainment for my money, don’t you think?”

Billy came back and handed Chianese a bulging manila envelope. He gave it to Tatorrio, who turned it over to Dellaporta and said, “Okay, let’s ride.”

Parisi said he’d go with Tatorrio and with the newest member of the Galante crime family, Rusty. The other three went in Chianese’s Lincoln. As soon as Tatorrio pulled away, Parisi said, “Okay, Jimmy, I know this is another one of your scams.”

“Like I said in there, there is no scam.”

“Then how’re you going to do it?”

“Don’t you trust me?”

“I’m driving up to Connecticut in the middle of the fucking night. Does that sound like I trust you?”

Tatorrio smiled disarmingly. “Like I told you, I’ve been working on it for a while. I really need to get this guy. You said you wanted to be entertained. When we get there just go inside and get a good seat. It’ll be much more enjoyable if you don’t know what’s going to happen. If I told you now, you might get all nervous, and Rusty can sense that kind of stuff.”

“You mean my money is in the hands of a fucking dog?”

“Paws, Mike. Paws.”

Parisi could feel the anger rising, not at Tatorrio, but at himself for not pressing him further. He just gave this man ten thousand dollars, and the guy didn’t even feel the need to explain himself. He slouched back in silence.

When they finally pulled up to the main entrance of the casino, Tatorrio dialed Dellaporta’s cell phone. “Gus, you guys inside?”

“Yeah, we got a table that’s empty. The five-dollar table. Just come straight back through the lobby and you’ll see us.”

“That’s what you think.”

“What’s that mean?”

“Patience, Gus.”

Parisi now understood that his ten thousand dollars was about to bankroll a James Tatorrio performance, one that he hoped would result in a tale of such epic proportions that it would distinguish itself amidst an already impressive oeuvre. “I’ll see you inside, Jimmy.”

 

Parisi looked down at his cards again—twenty. The dealer had blackjack. He pushed in another chip. The four men played distractedly for the next fifteen minutes, watching in the general direction of the front door.

Then in the distance, they saw casino patrons walking around something coming toward them. A few seconds later, the obstacle materialized. Tatorrio, wearing dark glasses, was being led by a uniformed security guard and was holding on to a double-strapped leather harness with Rusty at the other end, placidly following the casino employee. Parisi burst into laughter. Tatorrio’s face was slightly askew. Even Joe Chianese, who sensed he was about to lose ten thousand dollars, started chuckling.

When they got close, Tatorrio said, “Officer, is there a five-dollar table?”

“Yes, sir.” He led Tatorrio over and put his hand on the back of an empty chair next to Dellaporta. “Right here, sir.” The dealer held up his palms questioningly to the guard, who shrugged. “Upstairs said it was all right. Whatever he wants. When he’s done, call us so we can get him a cab.”

“How’s he…” The dealer decided that to question how a blind person could read the cards was not only insensitive, but unnecessary. Instructions would have to be issued shortly.

“Chips, sir?”

Tatorrio pulled out five one-hundred-dollar bills, each folded in the same peculiar way. He fingered the edge of two of them. “Two hundred dollars, please.”

The dealer straightened the bills before pushing the chips across the table until they touched Tatorrio’s left hand.

“I’m sorry, dealer, what’s your name?”

“Randy.”

“Randy, I’m John Waylon, and in order for me to play, I need Rusty to sit in the chair next to me.”

As soon as Parisi heard the phony name, he knew that Tatorrio wasn’t completely confident about the success of his plan. Parisi started visualizing the con going bad and the four men and dog legging it to the nearest exit.

“Rusty?”

“My dog.”

“I’m sorry, there are strict rules about the chairs. They’re only for playing customers.”

Tatorrio smiled in the general direction of the dealer. “Randy, not to be a pain in the butt, but it sounds like you’re making up rules to fit the situation. I’ve been blind since birth, and I’ve heard every excuse there is for denying me access to the things that are apparently reserved for the sighted. I’ve spent my life trying to prove to myself that being blind is not that big a handicap. Something as simple as counting to twenty-one certainly shouldn’t be.”

A small crowd had started to gather. The shift supervisor, noticing the swelling knot of people, walked over. “Everything all right, Randy?”

“This gentleman says he needs a chair for his dog so he can play.”

“The dog’s going to play?”

“No, the man. Says he can’t play without the dog sitting next to him.”

“I’m sorry, sir,” the supervisor said. “Why do you need him next to you? Wouldn’t he be more comfortable on the floor?”

“This dog is my eyes.”

“You mean when you walk.”

“Right now I mean when I play. You might find this hard to believe, but I don’t watch a lot of TV. So, at night, Rusty and I work on tricks. I have a Braille deck, and I have taught him to play blackjack. Now unless you have a Braille deck, I need him to sit next to me to read my cards. We actually play the hand together.”

“I’m afraid I find that a little hard—”

“Let him play, I want to see this,” someone called from the crowd, which had tripled since the supervisor had come over. The potential for embarrassing the casino seemed only one or two bad decisions away. “How about we get an employee to sit with you and tell you what your cards are?”

“You’re not getting it. Do you think I came here to gamble? I came here to prove to myself that there’s something else in the world that my blindness can’t prevent. It’s only a lousy chair. What’s the problem? Is this casino that crowded?” A couple of voices in the crowd started booing. “I’m sorry, I know I’m putting you in a bad position, but it’s just for an hour or so.”

“It’s just that—”

“Did your dealer take my two hundred dollars?”

The dealer nodded to the supervisor. “Yes, sir, he did.”

“And since he gave me chips, I assume my money’s good.”

“Of course it is, sir.”

“Let’s say, I’m…let’s say I’m crazy, and this dog doesn’t know a jack from a jackass. The only thing that will happen is that I’ll lose two hundred dollars very quickly.”

“Can you hold on, sir, while I call upstairs?”

“Sure. And maybe I could get a drink.”

A cocktail waitress said, “What can I get you, Mr. Waylon?”

“Vodka rocks, and I’d like to buy a drink for everyone at the table, for the inconvenience.”

“There’ll be no charge, sir,” she said.

As the supervisor hurried to the nearest phone, the crowd started chanting, “Let them play! Let them play!” Them? he thought. Now they’re cheering for the fucking dog.

His boss had apparently already seen the commotion on the surveillance cameras. “What’s going on down there?”

The supervisor explained Tatorrio’s demand. “And it’s starting to get ugly down here.”

Parisi took another sip of his scotch. Tatorrio was still in character, head cocked, humbly accepting slaps on the back from the crowd. Parisi had to hand it to him, Tatorrio was able to judge his own lack of beauty so objectively that he had found a use for it. Now he was in the process of turning it into legend.

The supervisor’s boss came back on the line. “Andrews said this could be a publicity bonanza. You’re to do whatever you have to, just keep him at the table. It’ll work better than free liquor to get the crowd pumped up to gamble. Comp him whatever you have to. I’m going to get the photographer down there. Andrews wants pictures of this for the website.”

As soon as the crowd saw the supervisor coming they started to boo again. He held up his hands and smiled. “Mr. Waylon, I’m sorry for the delay. It’s always a little confusing when someone is about to make history.” The crowd started high-fiving one another. “We’d be honored to have you and Rusty at our table for as long as you like. I have been authorized to extend you every courtesy of the house.”

A corner of Tatorrio’s mouth curled up. “Maybe I could play longer, if I had a room for the night.”

Having accomplished his prime directive, the shift supervisor said with rising elation, “With the compliments of Mohegan Sun, sir.”

“I’m sorry, do you have anything with two bedrooms? Sometimes Rusty snores.”

“That shouldn’t be a problem.”

“Thank you.”

Dellaporta, who was sitting next to him, got up. “Here, John, Rusty can have my seat.” He lifted the animal effortlessly into the chair. The dog, sensing that it was finally time to perform, instantly became alert. Parisi was now sitting on the other side of Rusty. The waitress arrived with the drinks and put Tatorrio’s in his hand.

Clumsily, Tatorrio found his stack of chips and, taking two from the top, handed them to the waitress. He pushed another one out crookedly in front of him. Parisi, Chianese, and Dellaporta anted up.

Tatorrio said, “Randy, you need to put my cards right in front of Rusty. Think of it as him playing and I’m just his voice.” The dealer dealt everyone two cards face up, carefully arranging Tatorrio’s directly in front of the dog. Tatorrio leaned over and patted the dog. With his head cocked, he listened carefully as the others played their hand. When it was his turn, he leaned closer to the dog and said, “You ready to play, boy?” The dog shifted on its hindquarters eagerly. Tatorrio’s cards were a seven and a five. With his left hand, he tapped the table in front of the dog. Rusty extended his nose toward the two cards. “Do we need a hit, boy?” Almost immediately, the dog raised its right paw and placed it across Tatorrio’s left forearm. “We’ll take a hit, Randy.” A murmur of cautious approval shot through the crowd. The dealer turned over a six, totaling eighteen. “Do we need a hit, Rusty?” Tatorrio asked, tapping the table again. The dog sat frozen. “We’ll stand.”

The dealer, with a ten showing, turned over his hole card, a seven, for a total of seventeen, disqualifying him from taking a hit. “You win, Mr. Waylon.” The huge ring of spectators exploded with cheers.

The shift supervisor watched Tatorrio carefully during the next four hands, only one of which he won. He called to his bosses upstairs. “Can you see how he’s doing it?”

“No, but what difference does it make? He’s losing. I wish he was winning, it’d make a better story. Just keep him happy, that photographer should be there by now.” Three more hands were played before the photographer arrived. During that time, Tatorrio did not change his body alignment, presumably so his arm would be within range of Rusty’s paw. But to Parisi, something about his positioning seemed unnatural. For one thing, he had never seen Jimmy sit with his hand in his pocket.

The photographer arrived. “I’d like to get some pictures of you and your dog, Mr. Waylon, for the casino website, if you don’t mind.”

“Is my hair on straight?” Tatorrio asked, using both hands to smooth the sides.

The photographer laughed. “You look fine, and so does the dog. I just need you to sign this release.”

Tatorrio smiled in his direction. “I’m sorry, I didn’t bring my reading glasses.” The crowd laughed. “I’m sure it’s perfectly harmless, but I don’t know what I’m signing.”

Parisi surprised himself when he said, “John, I’m an attorney. I’ll give it a quick once-over if you like.”

Tatorrio turned toward him, and Parisi could see through the dark lenses that he was surprised, too. “That’s awfully nice of you…I’m sorry, what is your name?”

“Mike…Reynolds.”

“Mike Reynolds. Good name—you know, for a lawyer. Has that ring of integrity. Thank you.”

Parisi took the document from the photographer and pretended to read it. “It’s a standard release.”

“Then hand me a pen.” As Tatorrio signed it an inch above the signature line, he said, “And could somebody please get my attorney a drink?”

The game slowed for the next half hour while the photographer asked Tatorrio to pose in different situations, everything from Rusty pawing for a hit to the dealer pushing a fictitious winning stack of chips in front of the courageous John Waylon. When he finished, Tatorrio said he’d like some copies and gave the mailing address for the Sons of Catania Social Club. A few more hands followed, and then Tatorrio pushed a button on the side of his wristwatch, flipping the crystal up. With his head still looking forward, he fingered the dial. “Ten minutes to one, can that be right? Have I been here an hour already?” Through his sunglasses, he stared at Joe Chianese, who smiled and nodded his defeat. “Randy, could I talk to your supervisor, please.” When the dealer waved him over, Tatorrio said, “I’m a little tired. If you don’t mind, I’d like to go up to that room and take a load off for a few minutes.”

“No problem, Mr. Waylon. I’ll be glad to take you up.”

Tatorrio turned in the general direction of the other players. “Gentlemen, I wouldn’t have been able to do this without your patience. I’d be honored if you’d come up to the room for a drink.”

“Sure,” they answered in unison. Dellaporta lowered Rusty to the floor and handed Tatorrio the harness grip.

As soon as the supervisor closed the door to the suite behind him, Tatorrio held a finger up to his lips. After a few seconds, he peered through the peephole. He took a long stage bow, which evoked laughter and applause from his four-man audience.

Chianese was shaking his head. “How the fuck did you get the dog to do that?”

“In a minute. I’ve got to make one quick call. Get yourselves a drink from the bar.” He went into one of the bedrooms to use the phone. When he came back, he told the dog to sit. Holding his left forearm near the dog, he put his right hand in his trouser pocket and said, “Rusty, do you want a hit?” The dog immediately raised its paw and draped it over the offered arm. Tatorrio took his right hand out of his pocket. In it was what looked like a pushbutton door-lock device for a car, the kind found on a key ring. He held it up and pushed the button. Rusty raised his paw, reaching for Tatorrio. Then laying the dog on its side, he took off the harness. Something hard the size of half a pencil had been sewn inside the belly strap. He placed it in Chianese’s hand and pushed the button again.

“It’s vibrating.”

“The guy who sweeps the club for bugs built it for me. It’s part of a beeper. Pretty simple really. The only thing I had to do was teach old Rusty to paw me every time he felt the vibration.”

Chianese said, “I’ve got to hand it to you, Jimmy, it was fair, and it was square. And your act, man, you had every one of them. Hell, for a while there I actually thought the goddamn dog could read cards.”

For the next hour, they drank and retold the story, each from his own perspective. Then there was a knock at the door. Tatorrio checked the peephole and said, “In appreciation of everyone’s assistance, I’ve ordered room service.” He opened the door to reveal five young women. “My treat.”
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IT WAS A LITTLE AFTER SEVEN A.M. WHEN NICK Vanko’s phone rang. “Global Fish,” he offered, using the undercover name of the squad’s off-site location.

“Nicky, how are you?”

When Special Agent in Charge Ralph Hansen was in a buoyant mood, he added a y to everyone’s name. Intended to give the appearance of familiarity, the gesture’s real value was to discourage serious discussion, and therefore leave unsaid any delicate detail that Hansen might later have to deny under oath. Being an FBI boss had taught him that whatever success was being celebrated had more often than not been gained by violating Bureau rules or even committing the occasional high misdemeanor, either possibility capable of ending a career.

And Vanko understood that the SAC, no matter how strongly he urged candor, did not want specifics. “It sounds like the Dimino debriefing went well.”

“Nobody called you?”

“Not yet, but my guys didn’t hand him off to Leary’s squad until after eleven-thirty last night, so I’m sure everyone’s running late.”

“Well, as of fifteen minutes ago, he was still talking. Gave up Delvecchio on some murders and a ton of other stuff. We should be able to take out the whole top shelf of the family.”

“I’m glad it worked out,” Vanko said.

“He said something about someone trying to kill him.”

That Dimino had so completely believed the production surrounding his conversion made Vanko smile. “These people have to invent reasons to justify becoming an informant. I can guarantee you his life was never in danger.”

“That’s good enough for me. And I guess you were right about every wise guy hiding things from their bosses. Dimino was skimming from Delvecchio’s vending machine operation and was under the impression that a contract had been put out on him because of it.”

“Wise guy” had been pronounced with slightly more enunciation, in the way of a person trying to sound familiar with a world in which he had no experience or insight. Before Hansen had worked his way through the management ranks to SAC, the majority of his time as a field agent had been spent in foreign counterintelligence, a specialty that kept its agents at a calculated distance from violent crime. Evidently his only exposure to organized crime had been at the movies. But Vanko preferred having him in charge because he was practical enough not to get in the way. “As much as hard work is necessary in these cases, it’ll never be as productive as a few well-placed moments of paranoia.”

“You are unbelievable. You get a call that it would be nice to turn Dimino, and the next thing I know he’s in, and we have to slap him to shut him up.”

“The world is overflowing with best-laid plans. Executing them is the hard part, and last night the troops did that with only a few minor problems. They’re the ones you should be telling this to.”

“Okay, your people did a hell of a job last night.”

“If you mean that, I’d like to do something for Howard Snow. He was largely responsible for this thing going so well.”

“Nick, I seriously doubt that he had that much to do with it. His history is that of a screwup. If it was anybody else, I’d do it simply because you asked, but I can’t. I appreciate you trying to help him, but he’s got major baggage with OPR. Sticking an attaboy in his file isn’t going to help. This is one of the few times I can remember an agent actually being investigated for incompetence. I think we both know he’s terminal.”

Hansen was right about the Office of Professional Responsibility investigation threatening Snow’s future as an agent, but still Vanko felt he had to try. “Out here, he’s been indispensable.”

“Christ, Nick, he got a search warrant for the church of a high-profile black minister based on the information of an unproven informant. Then he executed it during a Sunday prayer meeting. He damn near started a riot. I suppose he’s a decent enough person, but as an agent, he just doesn’t get it. There’s a common-sense gene or something missing.”

“But they found the stolen equipment inside the church, exactly where the informant said it was.”

Hansen took in a deep breath and let it stream out. “Let me give you the three unofficial reasons Snow is in trouble, each infinitely more important than any official reason, each indisputable. High-profile. Black. Minister. What’s legally right or wrong doesn’t matter. This is the twenty-first century. Politics trump the law.”

Vanko knew what the SAC said was more true than not. “Could you put a memo in his file anyway? Who knows, it might help.”

“I—”

“Please.”

“Okay, okay. It’s a mystery to me how you get anything accomplished with that collection of freaks.”

Freaks. The word made Vanko touch the right side of his face where the skin sagged against two long, thin horizontal scars, one along the hairline and the other immediately under the eye, giving it the appearance of melting wax. The word was invariably stated with disdain, the strongest nonprofane expression against the lower forms of the species. In a culture where most intolerance was spoken in hushed tones, it was pronounced with grinding conviction, a universally acceptable pillorying of those perceived to be clinging to the edges of society—the identification and distancing of caste.

Vanko picked up the framed photo on his desk. It was taken at the twenty-fifth anniversary of his parents’ restaurant in New Jersey. Everyone was crowded into the room his father liked to advertise as “suitable for banquets.” Years earlier, after a free, anesthetizing meal, the fire marshal had generously allowed its occupancy to be listed at twenty. Vanko smiled at the photo’s asymmetry. At his father’s insistence, everyone was squeezed into one end so there would be room in the shot for the serving dishes brimming with all the menu items. His father in an ill-fitting tuxedo and his mother in a glistening beaded top were flanked on one side by Vanko’s brother and sister and on the other by Vanko and his girlfriend, Caly Panos. Actually she was more than a girlfriend. Anyone who dated a male member of the family for more than a month, especially if she was a “good Greek girl,” was assumed to be a fiancée in waiting. His father was beaming, his arm locked around Caly’s waist, pulling her toward him.

Vanko tried not to look at his own image. His face wasn’t scarred then, but, even so, wasn’t handsome enough for someone as attractive as Caly. She had the kind of creamy olive skin the camera loved. Vanko thought about the last time that he’d seen her. It was just before he had gotten out of the hospital. Fearing the inevitable, he had taken off the bandages to show her the damage the doctors said was irreparable. Her eyes flashed. Tradition or not, he knew they were through.

“There’re a thousand agents in the division, Boss,” Vanko said. “That’s a lot of people to expect to be in lockstep. Not all of them are meant to wear wingtips. I know that their motivations don’t always line up with the Bureau’s, but whatever it is that drives them off course is what makes them invaluable when we need to do something that’s not exactly in the Bureau handbook.”

“Not exactly in the Bureau handbook” was not a phrase the special agent in charge of New York liked to hear, especially when it came to covert operations. His voice became more hurried, slightly more foreboding. “Well, it came out right last night, and contrary to your protests, I’m going to assume that’s as much your doing as theirs. Now, is there anything you need?”

“There was one small problem that came up. The UC car they used was wrecked. I understand that Bernie Dreagen wanted it for his own personal car. These guys don’t need any more enemies downtown than they already have.”

“I’ll have the administrative ASAC in for a little chat.” The SAC’s audible code softened abruptly. “Anything else?” He was about to request something he wasn’t comfortable with.

“Not unless you had something.”

“You know the inspectors are coming in Monday.”

Vanko had forgotten the inspection staff was due so soon. Every couple of years middle managers charged into each of the field offices convinced that they were about to save the Bureau’s reputation. Their cover story was always the same: they were there to ensure “compliance,” a euphemism that to everyone but them explained why they had chosen management as a career path. The inquisition had been instituted under the long, totalitarian reign of J. Edgar Hoover; its mission was professed to be quality control. That the practice had survived while the agency did everything possible to free itself of the first director’s image proved the appeal of reminding the Field just who was in charge. Without exception, the process began with what street agents regarded as the most outrageous—and the most laughable—statement ever floated by management: We’re here to help you. It was just another in a long list of pious fictions that agents pointed at to demonstrate the dark comedy of the ever-widening distance between themselves and their future leaders who, experience had taught, would someday obstruct them. The inspection battle cry, “The Betterment of the FBI,” invariably turned into an indiscriminate scalp count as the inspectors feverishly worked to discover what degenerative viruses the inventive street agents had released into the system since their last visit.

But for Nick Vanko, inspections meant something different. “So I’m about to welcome some new members to the squad.”

“Nick, I feel bad about this, but with the inspectors inbound, everybody’s looking to hide their problems, or, to be honest about it, get rid of them. With your squad being off-site, it’s kind of ideal for that.”

“How many?”

“For now, just one, but I’m sure a few others will trickle down in the next couple of days. I’ll call you as I get the requests.”

“Who’s the one?”

“Bradley Kenyon. Have you heard anything about him?”

Vanko laughed. “So he’s bad enough that even I might have heard about him.”

“It’s not that he’s bad, he’s, ah, different. He’s fairly new. He’s been working some art theft cases and actually has made some nice recoveries.”

Vanko waited a moment before saying, “But?”

“Well, he’s single and he’s been hanging around with some…some…I don’t know how to say this diplomatically. He’s been spotted hanging around some gay bars.”

“Maybe it’s work-related?”

“It could be, but how are we supposed to find out? This isn’t something we have experience with. At least, I hope we don’t. All this stuff is so goddamn touchy these days. The bottom line is everyone wants him at arm’s length.”

“Just so I’m clear, why are you sending him out here?”

“You have an ability to read people. Maybe you could find out?”

“If he’s gay?”

“It’s not like we can ask him. I might as well dial up the ACLU and tell them we hate queers and what are they going to do about it.”

“When is he getting here?”

“I think today. Sorry, Nick, with the inspectors coming, I just want to minimize potential problems.”

“I know.”

The next question Hansen was reluctant to ask. Previously, he had mentioned to Vanko that the office was getting a lot of heat concerning the disappearance of a local judge, and because it was thought to be organized crime–related, had hoped that Vanko, like he had with Paul Dimino, could use his unorthodox bunch to somehow resolve it. “Have you got anything going on Judge Ferris?”

“Nothing concrete yet, but we’re working on some ideas,” Vanko lied. The SAC had mentioned it casually right after the incident appeared in the papers, but Vanko found that the SAC liked to throw out “intuitive” ideas to his managers without any real thought or direction. Too many supervisors put into motion elaborate plans no matter how counterproductive for their agents. Their subsequent reporting of “progress” to the SAC further convinced him of his leadership acumen, which, in turn, caused the release of even larger and more unstable trial balloons. Vanko never did anything until Hansen mentioned a problem at least twice.

Vanko’s answer was as specific as the SAC wanted to get. “Good enough,” he said. “I don’t suppose I could get you to come out of hiding and let me buy you a drink.”

“I appreciate the offer, but things are a little busy right now.”

Inexplicably, Hansen, even though assigned to New York for almost two years, had never seen Vanko in person. The supervisor always offered some undefined urgency to keep from meeting with the SAC or, for that matter, anyone outside of his squad. Although Hansen was tempted to order him in and end the odd but minor breach of protocol, Vanko’s selfless shunning of credit in matters like the Dimino case made Hansen examine his own motives more closely. He decided that such a demand would simply reveal a need to pull rank. He was sure Vanko had a reason for his reclusiveness. His file stated that he had been involved in a bad automobile accident as a young agent. Someone had been killed, and he had suffered permanent facial damage.

The agents in the office referred to his squad as the Opera House. When Hansen first arrived, he asked why it was called that. One articulate supervisor, who had a deeper understanding of the art form than most agents would care to admit, said, “Everyone who is sent out there has this long, sad, emotional song. It’s a place where subplots of anguish and recrimination go to exhaust themselves. You know, just like an opera.”

But the SAC was well aware of the gallows humor of agents and suspected this wasn’t the real reason for the squad’s nickname. When he discovered that Vanko’s face had been disfigured, he understood. That he had never heard the word phantom connected to the phrase was an unusual tribute to Vanko’s reputation. “I understand, Nick. And again, thanks for the work last night. You’ll let your people know?”

“They already do.”
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