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My father always told me
never to bet on anything
but Notre Dame and the Yankees.

But for anyone not willing to
take my father’s advice,
I now declare this casino open.

—Governor Brenden Byrne at the opening of Caesars Palace, Atlantic City May 26, 1978







1
Heat


“Crossroaders see the world differently than the rest of us,” Tony Valentine was saying to his neighbor over dinner in his kitchen. Buttering real butter onto his roll, he took a healthy bite. “Don’t remind me, bad for my heart, but I’ve got to have the real taste now and again. Makes life worth living, if you know what I mean.”

“What’s a crossroader?” Mabel Struck asked.

“A crossroader is a name for a hustler or a cheat. It comes from the Old West practice of cheating at saloons that were located at the crossroads of one-horse towns.”

“I presume so the cheater could make a hasty getaway.”

“Exactly. So where was I?”

“You were painting an altogether ugly picture of the people you put behind bars,” his neighbor said sweetly.

“Right. Crossroaders live a lie twenty-four hours a day. You know the worst thing that can happen to a crossroader?”

Spooning a forkful of homemade lasagna into her mouth, Mabel shook her snow-white head no.

“Getting heat.”

“Is that like getting hives?”

“No. When you get heat, it means someone suspects you. And once someone suspects you, you can’t move in a game. So crossroaders do everything imaginable not to get heat.”

Mabel, who had never gambled, was slow to catch on. She was more impressed with his colorful stories of celebrities he’d met during his twenty-plus years protecting Atlantic City’s casinos than the nuts and bolts of his profession.

“Give me an example,” she said.

Valentine scratched his chin, trying to think of an example that would not confuse her. “Have you ever played poker?”

“My late husband used to hold Friday night poker games at the house. I didn’t play, but I understand the rules.”

“Good. Let’s say a crossroader is playing in your late husband’s Friday night game. Between hands, he secretly palms out a pair of kings, and sticks them under his leg. A minute later, another player takes the deck and counts the cards. ‘This deck is short,’ he says. What does the crossroader do?”

Mabel gave it some serious thought. “I know. He says, ‘Let me see those cards!’ And he grabs the deck and adds the two kings.”

“Very good.”

She clapped her hands. “Am I right?”

“You most certainly are. What does he do then?”

“He counts them.”

“Right again. Now for the big test. What does he say after he counts them?”

Mabel hesitated, clearly stumped.

“What would you say?” Valentine asked her.

“I’d say, ‘You must have counted wrong. There are fifty-two.’” Mabel brought her hand to her mouth. “Wait. That would narrow it down to the two of us, wouldn’t it?”

“It would,” Valentine conceded.

“And that would bring heat, to use your expression.”

“Precisely.”

“All right, I give up. What does the crossroader say?”

“He says, ‘You’re right, there are only fifty cards.’ And he pushes the deck to the center of the table. By agreeing with the first player, he takes the heat off himself.”

“What does he do then?”

“He waits,” Valentine said.

“For what?”

“Another player will inevitably pick up the deck and count them, and he’ll say, ‘Wait a minute, there’s fifty-two.’ And that will put all the heat on him.”

Mabel made a funny face.

“No wonder you like putting these people in jail,” she said.

♦

Valentine escorted Mabel home. It was a beautiful place, this town on the west coast of Florida they’d both retired to, the breeze filled with the Gulf of Mexico’s warm spirits. As they walked the hundred yards that separated their New England—style clapboard houses, they stopped to inspect a brand new Lexus parked in a neighbor’s driveway, the sales sticker prominently displayed in the side window. They were of the generation that were greatly fascinated not only by the astronomical cost of things these days, but also by people stupid enough to fork out the money.

At Mabel’s house they stopped again, this time to smell the seductive night-blooming jasmine in her front yard.

“Are we a couple of squares or what?” she said.

“I like being a square,” he said.

“You could have fooled me.”

“What do you mean?”

“Your life is exciting. I envy you.”

Going inside, he did a quick tour of the downstairs, then checked the back door and windows. Being old made you a target, and he feared that Mabel would one day lose her valuables to a burglar. He found her waiting in the foyer.

“Everything’s shipshape,” he said. “You know, you really ought to consider getting a dog.”

It was a conversation they’d had many times. Mabel was going to get a dog when she was good and ready. She gave him a peck on the cheek. “Thanks for the fun evening.”

“You’re welcome. Listen, I’ve got a proposition for you.”

“What’s that?”

“How would you like to come work for me? I need someone to answer the phone and act as a buffer with clients. You could even help me with some cases.”

Mabel hesitated. She liked Tony and sensed that he liked her. But he lived in a different world, one that she was not sure she’d be comfortable in.

“But I don’t know anything about casinos or cheating.”

“No, but you’re one of the best judges of character I’ve ever met, and that’s half the battle when it comes to spotting crossroaders. I’ll teach you the basics. It’ll be fun.”

“You think so?”

“I do.”

He was making it sound easy. If Tony had impressed anything upon her, it was that crossroaders weren’t like other criminals. They used sophisticated sleight-of-hand, cameras, and hidden computers to commit their crimes. They were smart people, and it took even smarter people to catch them.

“Do you have any books I can read, so I don’t sound too stupid answering your phone?”

“I’ve got a whole library.”

“And you promise to help with the technical stuff?”

“I will.”

Mabel hesitated and saw him smile. He was going to make it fun, she realized. She gave him another peck on the cheek.

“It sounds wonderful,” she said.

♦

Valentine was settling into the La-Z-Boy in his living room when the phone rang. He never answered the phone, preferring to let the caller go into voice mail and leave a message. He considered it one of the great perks of working for himself.

The ringing stopped. He waited a minute, then dialed into voice mail. The message was from Doyle Flanagan, his ex-partner in Atlantic City. He dialed Doyle’s cell number and caught his friend as he exited a McDonald’s drive-through.

“Don’t you ever go home?”

Doyle had retired from the force six months after him. Finding it impossible to live on his pension, he’d gone to work as a private investigator. “I wish. You have a chance to look at the surveillance tape I overnighted?”

“Sure did.”

“Aw, for the love of Christ,” Doyle said.

“What’s wrong?”

“The bitch shortchanged me.”

Valentine listened as Doyle went back through the drive-through and argued with the cashier, letting his hamburger go cold over twenty-five cents. Doyle’s tape was still in Valentine’s VCR, and he picked up the remote and hit play.

The tape was from The Bombay, the largest casino in Atlantic City. It annoyed him that New Jersey Gaming Control let its casinos record at extended play in order to conserve tape. It made the tapes hard to view and was a strain on the eyes.

The Bombay tape showed six people sitting at a blackjack table. The player in question—who Doyle had identified in a note as being European—was in his late thirties and had hair that stuck out at odd angles, like electricity was playing with it. He was winning big, his nervous mannerisms suggesting his play was not on the square.

“You think he’s cheating?” Doyle asked.

“He sure acts guilty,” Valentine said.

“Guy sweats a lot, doesn’t he?”

“Like a whore in church.”

Doyle dropped his cell phone. Picking it up, he said, “I’ve broken so many cell phones Liddy finally bought me one made of stainless steel. Any idea what he’s doing?”

“I’ve got a couple of theories.”

“I really want to bust this joker,” Doyle said.

His partner was challenging him. Valentine watched the European play a few more hands. He heard his partner humming along to a song on his radio. Van Morrison’s “Tupelo Honey.”

“Got it,” Valentine said.

“What’s he doing?” Doyle said.

“I’ve been watching the way he places his bets. When he bets big, he’s very direct. It’s like, bam, here’s my money. He knows he’s going to win the hand.”

“How’s he doing that?”

“He’s got a partner at the table marking the high cards,” Valentine said. “The European is at first base, which means the top card for each round is his first card. Whenever he sees a marked card at the start of a round, he bets heavy.”

“But he doesn’t know what his second card will be,” Doyle said.

“No, and he might lose sometimes. But over the course of an evening, he’d have an unbeatable edge.”

“Who’s marking the cards?”

Valentine stared at the other five players at the table. Marking cards is a felony in New Jersey and punishable by four and a half years in prison. His eyes locked on a chain-smoking beauty that reminded him of a young Audrey Hepburn.

“The lady at third base,” Valentine said. “She’s as tight as a drum.”

“You’re a genius,” Doyle said.

“How much is The Bombay into these crooks for?”

“Six million.”

“Come on, be serious.”

Doyle coughed into the phone. Valentine sat up straight in his recliner. Casinos got ripped off every day—Las Vegas lost a hundred million each year—but it went out the door in dribs and drabs. Big scores happened, but mostly through card counters. As far as he knew, no hustler had ever stolen six million from any single casino. It was too much money.

“You’re positive about this,” Valentine said.

“The casino confirmed it. Uh-oh,” Doyle said, starting his engine.

“Something wrong?”

“Looks like I’ve got company.”

“Who?”

“The European. I made his white van yesterday when he was leaving The Bombay.”

“Get the hell out of there.”

Doyle’s tires screeched as he threw the car into reverse. “Shit, the passenger window is going down …”

“Get the hell out of there!”

“Someone’s pointing something at me. Looks like a transistor radio….”

Valentine started to say something, then heard a loud Boom! that sounded like a thousand doors being slammed. He yelled into the phone, but his partner did not reply. He could faintly hear people screaming inside the McDonald’s. He waited for someone to come outside, pick up the phone, and tell him what in God’s name was happening.

Then Doyle’s cell phone died.

Valentine called every cop he knew in Atlantic City. After ten minutes he found one who was on duty, and got put on hold. He began to pray. In his mind, he knew what had happened. Could picture it as clearly as the hand in front of his face. Yet it took hearing the cop coming back on the line and saying, “Tony, I’m sorry,” before he accepted the fact that his best friend of forty years was dead.

The cop stayed on the line, trying to console him. Valentine struggled to say something, but the words weren’t there. His eyes started to burn. Then the room got very small.

Then he put the phone down and cried.



2
Cold


The cemetery was called Sunset Gardens, the manicured grounds new and horrible. The atmosphere was not serious enough, the place better suited for a happy-clappy John Tesh concert, with thirtynothings sipping overpriced wine and talking on cell phones. Getting out of the limo, Valentine heard another pallbearer mumble that Doyle wouldn’t have been caught dead in a place like this, ha, ha.

Grunting, the six men lifted the coffin out of the hearse and walked solemnly to the freshly dug hole that would serve as Doyle’s final resting place. The cold February air blew hard on their backs. Old-timers called Atlantic City the lungs of Philadelphia, the easterly winds often cruel and punishing. Depositing the coffin on a gurney, they filed out under the funeral director’s watchful eye.

Valentine walked with his head bowed, disgusted. Who wanted to be buried in a place that looked like a golf course? He’d buried his wife eighteen months ago and come away hating the business of death. Would you like the thousand dollar pine coffin, Mr. Valentine, or the two thousand dollar polished maple? What was he supposed to say—put her in a cardboard box, she won’t care and neither do I? But his grief had been too great, and he’d gotten hosed every step of the way, from the flowers to the tombstone. When he died, he was going to be cremated, his ashes spread on the Atlantic City shore. Simple and efficient, the way death was meant to be.

He stamped his feet to stay warm and listened to Doyle’s brother, Father Tom, read to the crowd from the New Testament. Cops and pols and every judge from the past thirty years had come to pay their respects. You couldn’t have worked law enforcement in Atlantic City and not known Doyle, and there wasn’t a dry eye on the lawn.

He stole a glance at Liddy, Doyle’s widow. She looked stricken, like she still could not believe it. A cop’s wife for so long, she must have thought that when Doyle retired the risk of his getting killed would end. She’d dropped her guard, and now she was paying for it. Her two sons, Sean and Guy, were doing a good job holding her up. Sean, a redhead, was his old man’s spitting image. Guy was more like Liddy, a musician, reflective.

Behind them, confined to a wheelchair, was Doyle’s mother Sarah. Back in ’74, Sarah had spearheaded the Casinos—No Dice campaign. She’d done such a good job convincing New Jersey voters that gambling was a bad bet that when a referendum did pass four years later, it was isolated to Atlantic City, a town nobody cared about. He remembered the last time he’d seen her. It was the night Doyle had gotten shot, twenty years ago. She’d come into the emergency room to thank him for nabbing Doyle’s shooter, who lay dying next door.

Father Tom asked the crowd if anyone wanted to speak in Doyle’s memory. Valentine stepped forward.

“Doyle was my best friend. And my partner. I know he’s looking down on us and not liking all the long faces. I know a lot of stories about Doyle. This one’s my favorite.

“Once, Doyle and I caught a chip thief. The thief’s name was Thurman, and he wasn’t very smart. Thurman would put his coffee cup on the table next to another player’s chips. When the player wasn’t looking, Thurman put the cup on the chips and stole one with gum stuck to the cup’s bottom.

“Doyle and I caught Thurman and ran him in. Thurman swore he didn’t know how the twenty-five dollar chip got stuck on his cup. We realized we didn’t have any proof except a used piece of gum, and it was going to be Thurman’s word against ours in court.

“Finally, Doyle had an idea. He went into the station house’s kitchen and found a metal colander. He put the colander on Thurman’s head and connected it with wires to a photocopy machine. While I distracted Thurman, Doyle wrote the words HE’S LYING on a sheet of paper and put it in the copier.

“Doyle had me do the questioning. I said ‘Thurman, did you steal that man’s twenty-five dollar chip?’ Thurman said, ‘No, sir!’ and Doyle pressed the copy button. The piece of paper came out, and Doyle held it up and said, ‘Uh-oh!’

“So I said, ‘Thurman, you’ve been doing this for a while, haven’t you?’ And Thurman said, ‘No, sir, not me.’ And Doyle pressed the copy button again. This time when the copy came out, it was enlarged to twice its size. Thurman started trembling, and Doyle said, ‘I think we’ve got our man!’

“Thurman confessed a short while later.”

Among the sea of mourners there were a few sad smiles. Returning to his place with the other pallbearers, Valentine bowed his head. Father Tom finished with the Lord’s Prayer, and then the crowd dispersed.

♦

Doyle and Liddy lived in a split-level ranch house in the suburb of Absecon. Cars lined the street, and Valentine parked his rental on the next block. He hadn’t talked to Mabel all day, so he turned on his cell phone and dialed his office.

His call went straight to voice mail, which meant Mabel was talking to a customer. “Hey, kiddo, it’s me. Hope everything’s okay. I’m leaving my cell phone on. Call if you need anything.”

He got out of the rental and hiked it, the cold making him shiver. Finding the front door ajar, he went inside.

The living room was smoky and filled with cops, and he shook hands and slapped backs as he made his way over to a corner where Father Tom was tending to his mother, Sarah. Kneeling, Valentine kissed the elderly matriarch of the Flanagan clan on the cheek.

“It’s been too long, Mrs. Flanagan,” he said.

“Mother had a stroke last summer,” Father Tom told him. “She can’t speak.”

Valentine stared into the elderly woman’s withered face. In her chestnut-colored eyes he saw the old sparkle, all systems on go. Rising, he pumped Father Tom’s hand. Ten years Doyle’s junior, he’d given up a football scholarship to Notre Dame to do the Lord’s work. The priest said, “Mother and I were just looking at an old picture of you and Doyle. Weren’t we, Mother?”

The old woman blinked. Valentine swallowed hard.

“I’d like to see it,” he said.

In the middle of the living room, a table had been arranged with old photographs of Doyle. Father Tom removed one and handed it to him. It was a black-and-white snapshot of Valentine and Doyle in their septic cleaner uniforms, their first real jobs.

“I was trying to remember the slogan on your uniform,” the priest said.

“We’re number one in number two,” Valentine replied.

That got a smile out of him. Sarah blinked some more. Valentine put the photo back and excused himself.

In the kitchen he found Liddy tending to several guests who sat around the breakfast nook. Putting the coffeepot down, she threw her arms around him.

“Oh, God, Tony,” she cried softly. “When Lois died, I couldn’t imagine how you felt. Now I know.”

No you don’t, he thought, holding her tightly. You haven’t woken up for a year and a half saying good morning to someone who isn’t there.

“How the boys holding up?”

“So, so,” she sniffled. “We celebrated Sean’s thirty-fifth birthday last week. You know what he told me? He said, ‘I can’t believe it’s taken me this long to appreciate my own father.’”

Valentine thought of his own son, whom he’d been warring with forever, and wondered if those same words would ever leave Gerry’s lips. He doubted it.

“Where are they?”

“Out on the patio.”

“I want to talk to you later, if that’s okay.”

She smiled bravely. “I’ll be right here.”

He found Sean and Guy sharing a cigarette by the brick barbecue. He hugged Guy first and felt the younger boy’s heart beating wildly out of control. Guy pulled away and walked to the other side of the yard.

Hugging Sean, Valentine said, “Is he all right?”

“I think it’s just sinking in,” Sean said.

Valentine edged up to the younger boy. “Hey.”

Three generations removed from the motherland, Guy looked more Irish than either of his parents. He popped a cigarette into his mouth and offered Valentine one.

“Didn’t know you smoked,” Valentine said.

“Seemed like a good day to start.”

It was a good line, and Valentine gave in and took one. He’d quit the day he’d made detective and never found anything to replace the sensation of nicotine. They shared a match, and he filled his lungs with the great-tasting smoke.

“During the funeral, all I could think about was Dad’s killer,” Guy said. “How he got up this morning, had breakfast, read the paper, and did all the things that my father will never do again. It made me so … angry.”

Guy started to cry. He was going to miss his old man for the rest of his life, and there was nothing that Valentine could tell him that was going to make it any easier to deal with. They finished their cigarettes, and then Valentine’s cell phone rang.

♦

It was Mabel. Guy and Sean went inside. Standing on the edge of the patio, Valentine said, “How’s it going?”

“I’ve got a panicked customer on the other line,” she said.

“Who?”

“Nick Nicocropolis in Las Vegas. He called up and yelled in my ear for five minutes. Said he’s getting ripped off by some slot cheats. He’s rude and very crude.”

Valentine was paid monthly retainers by a dozen casinos, and in return provided advice when the casino suspected it had been ripped off. Nick, owner of the Acropolis Resort & Casino, was a hardheaded little jerk who’d refused to sell out to the big hotel chains and was struggling to stay alive.

“Did Nick describe the scam?”

“Yes. He said a cleaning lady found thousands of silver dollars in a room and thought it suspicious. A husband and wife were staying in the room, so security watched them. The couple were playing one slot machine exclusively. Security detained them but couldn’t find anything. Nick’s holding the couple, and they’re screaming lawsuit.”

Guilty people usually did. “Call Nick up and have him describe what security found on the couple when they grabbed them. I’ll wait.”

Mabel put him on hold. Slot cheats were limited in their methods of stealing coins and rigging jackpots, and he had a feeling Nick’s security people were missing something obvious. His neighbor came back a minute later.

“Nick said the couple both had money, credit cards, and their ID. Oh, and both were drinking glasses of iced tea.”

“Nothing hidden up their leeves?”

“No. And Nick said they frisked them.”

“Huh. Let me call you back.”

Shivering, he walked around the patio a few times. Eighteen months ago, he’d helped Nick nail another gang of cheaters, and the Acropolis’s layout slowly came back to him. Nick’s joint was ancient and still had many old-fashioned Bally’s cast-iron slot machines. Cast-iron slots could be manipulated much easier than the new computer-chip models, and he realized what the couple was doing. Taking out his cell phone, he punched in Nick’s number from memory.

Moments later, Nick was on the line. Nick was many things—sex fiend, loudmouth, ex-drunk—and also the squarest casino owner in Las Vegas. Valentine spelled it out to him. “The couple you arrested are a couple of old-time slot cheats. In one of their glasses of iced tea—which I hope you didn’t throw out—is an extra-long spoon. When they hit a jackpot, one of them blocks the machine from your surveillance cameras, while the other sticks the spoon up the coin slot so more coins will come out. It’s called spooning.”

“How the hell do I prosecute?” Nick growled.

“Check the spoon for marks, and check the inside of the slot machine for similar marks. If they match, that’s all the evidence you need to convict.”

“You’re sure about this,” Nick said.

“I’d bet my reputation on it.”

“You’re a smart guy,” Nick said, “even if you are from New Jersey.”

“Good-bye,” Valentine said.

♦

The crowd thinned out around five; by six, it was just Valentine and Liddy and the boys. Tying on an apron, he filled the kitchen sink with hot water and attacked the dishes, Guy drying and Sean putting away, Liddy fixing another pot of coffee. The stereo played one of Doyle’s dixie jazz albums, Jack Maheu’s seductive clarinet floating through the house, Doyle’s easy laugh haunting every other note. When the dishes were done they sat at the kitchen nook with their cups.

“Tony,” Liddy said, “did you talk to Doyle recently?”

Valentine shook his head. He had not told anyone about his last conversation with Doyle. “No. Why?”

She stared into the depths of her cup. “Something was troubling him. We went out to dinner last week, and Doyle was grumpy and out of sorts. Finally, I asked him what was wrong, and he said, ‘If I told you, I’d have to kill you.’ He was trying to make a joke, but it didn’t come out that way.”

Valentine had a senior moment and dribbled coffee onto his shirt. He got a sponge from the sink and blotted it out before it turned into a stain. Then he said, “He must have said something …”

Liddy shook her head. “I tried. But he wouldn’t open up.”

Valentine finished his coffee. When Doyle was a cop, he’d talked to Liddy about the cases he was working on—Liddy had told Lois and Lois had told him—and Valentine had never seen any harm in it, Liddy not being the type to blab. So why hadn’t Doyle talked to her about this case?

The stereo played its last song and the house became silent. After a long moment, Sean spoke. “Yesterday, I met with a detective named Davis who’s working on the case. I asked him if he had any leads, and he told me that nine out of ten murders are committed by people the victim personally knew, or were friends with. I said, ‘Detective, you obviously didn’t know my father.’ He didn’t get it.”

“No one who was Doyle’s friend would have killed him,” Liddy said, wiping her eyes.

“Amen,” Valentine said.



3
Sparky


It was dark enough for the street lights to have come on. Walking to his rental, Valentine saw a black mini-Mercedes pass by, a familiar face behind the wheel. It was Frank Porter, head of The Bombay’s surveillance department. Porter got out of his car, and the two men shook hands.

“You look good,” Porter told him.

“So do you. Still telling jokes?”

“Yeah. Now I just need to find an audience.”

Atlantic City was filled with busted dreams. Porter’s was in show business. When he wasn’t catching cheats at The Bombay, he told jokes at open mike nights in comedy clubs. He was an overweight, jovial guy who looked like he should be as funny as hell. The only problem was, he wasn’t.

“That was a nice thing you did at the cemetery,” Porter said. “What story are you going to tell when I kick the bucket?”

Valentine had to think. “How about Superman?”

That made Porter smile. Right after gambling had come to Atlantic City, a wacky guy in a Superman costume had appeared in several casinos. Jumping on a chair, he’d shouted, “I can fly!” and started flapping his arms until security escorted him out. One day, the guy had appeared at the casino Porter was working in. Smelling a rat, Porter had detained him. Under interrogation, the guy had broken down and admitted that while he was “flying,” his partners were switching a blackjack shoe on an unwitting dealer. The case had drawn a lot of attention and led to all blackjack shoes in Atlantic City being chained to their tables.

“Listen,” Porter said, “I shouldn’t be telling you this, but Doyle was doing a job for me before he got killed.”

Valentine started to say “I know,” and bit his tongue.

“We’ve had this European guy ripping us off at blackjack,” Porter said. “Bleeding us for months.”

“How much?”

Porter stared at the ground. “Six million bucks.”

Valentine whistled. “You tell the police?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“We didn’t have any proof.”

“You think the European killed Doyle?”

“He sure had a motive.”

“Want me to get involved?”

“You’re not going back to Florida?”

“Not right away.”

“Yeah, I’d love for you to get involved,” Porter said. “You were always the champ when it came to doping out scams.”

Valentine realized his toes were freezing. He agreed to come by The Bombay the following morning and have a look at their surveillance tapes. He shook Porter’s hand and started to walk away. Then he came back and said, “Is Sparky Rhodes still in town?”

“Sure,” Porter said.

“Does he still live over on Jefferson?”

“Yeah. You thinking of paying him a visit?”

“I sure am,” Valentine said.

A knowing look spread across Porter’s face. They shook hands again. Then Porter said, “Do you know why marriage changes passion?”

Valentine told him he didn’t.

“Because you’re suddenly in bed with a relative.”

“See you tomorrow,” Valentine said.

♦

Valentine drove back to the beach in his rental. Atlantic City is laid out in a grid, with hardly a bend or curved road, and soon he was cruising down streets named after the first twenty-six states. New Hampshire, Vermont, Rhode Island. He wondered how many kids had learned their geography in the backseats of their parents’ car, like he had.

He passed a two-story brick house on Fairmont Avenue where the local mafioso had once hung out. Being Italian, the “boys” had never hidden their faces. They’d gone about their business in the open, their ethnic pride getting in the way of good old-fashioned common sense. By the mid-seventies most of them had gone to prison or were mulch. Then the casinos had opened, and a whole new breed of criminal had descended upon his hometown.

He parked in an alley next to Sparky’s house and got out. Sparky lived in a slum, the block lined with tenement houses, the fences that surrounded them all chain link. Sparky’s own house hadn’t changed. Peeling paint, a dead lawn, shades darkening every window. He rapped three times on the front door. Moments later, the dead bolt was thrown and the door swung in. Sparky Rhodes sat in a wheelchair in the foyer, his long silver hair tied in a ponytail, a .38 Smith and Wesson tucked into the folds of his camouflage vest.

“Hey, Sparky. How’s it going?”

“Having the time of my fucking life. How’s life in sunny Florida?”

“Fine. Can I come in?”

“Sure.” Sparky turned his wheelchair on a dime and started rolling down the hall. “I had a feeling you’d be coming by.”

“Why’s that?” Valentine said.

Sparky wheeled himself through the poorly lit house and beckoned for him to follow. There were piles of fast-food wrappers in every corner and stacks of yellowing newspapers. On the walls, photographs of Sparky as a cop, before a juvenile delinquent’s bullet had taken him down. The pictures of his wife were long gone.

“You and Doyle were partners,” Sparky said. “Partners get close. Sometimes, they promise each other things.”

“Sometimes they do.”

Twenty years ago, Doyle had taken a bullet so Valentine could shoot a murder suspect. In the hospital he’d told Doyle he’d repay him the favor one day. Groggy from pain killers, Doyle had said, “I should hope so.”

“You have anything particular in mind?” Sparky asked.

“Something with some bark,” Valentine said.

Going into the hall, Sparky threw open a yellow door. A ramp descended into the basement. The rubber wheels of his chair hit it with surprising force. Valentine followed him down, holding the railing for support.

A naked bulb hanging from the ceiling came to life. Sparky went to a padlocked door and used a small key hanging from a chain around his neck to open the lock. They went in.

The room was a perfect square and housed Sparky’s vast collection of firearms. On the floor sat a footlocker. Sparky flipped open the lid. “These are all clean. No serial numbers, no history. Something for every man’s taste.”

Valentine knelt down and examined Sparky’s wares. There was a silver-plated Mac II, a Cobray M-11, a Tec-9, a Colt .45 with a Buck Rogers laser scope, a .25 caliber Raven, and on the bottom of the footlocker, an Uzi nine, a shorter and easier to handle version of the Uzi submachine gun, with a magazine capacity of twenty rounds.

“That’s my favorite,” Sparky said.

Valentine stood up. “I was looking for something I could keep in the pocket of my jacket. Small, but with a good punch.”

“You’re talking a Glock pocket rocket,” Sparky said. “Leaves an exit wound the size of your fist.”

“That sounds about right,” Valentine said.

Backing up his wheelchair, Sparky took a Glock off the shelf and held it up to the light. It was a small gun, the barrel lovingly polished. He turned it over several times in his hands, then handed it to him.

Valentine reached for his wallet.

“It’s yours,” Sparky said.

He started to say something about not coming here for charity, but Sparky cut him short.

“He was my friend, too,” the paralyzed cop said.

Valentine pocketed the Glock.

“He was everyone’s friend,” Valentine reminded him.



4
Gerry


Valentine awoke the next morning at seven, the sunlight streaming into his motel room. Wrapping himself in a blanket, he went and cracked a window, then sat in a chair listening to the waves pound the shore while remembering how he and Doyle had often ended their shifts by walking the beach. Sometimes, they kicked off their shoes and stuck their feet in the water, two flatfoots cooling off. The memory was made vivid by the lingering taste of yesterday’s cigarette, and he cursed himself for smoking it.

For breakfast, he ate the remains of last night’s Chinese take-out. Out of nostalgia, he’d picked a cheesy motel off Pacific Avenue to stay in. The Drake. Efficiencies, rooms by the day, week, or month; HBO and Showtime; no dogs. What more could a man want?

The banging on his door was loud and frantic. Taking the Glock off the night table, he slipped it into the pocket of his overcoat hanging in the closet. Then he went to the door with the blanket hanging from his shoulders.

Through the peephole he spied his son, his hair peppered with silvery flakes of snow. Physically, they had a lot in common, but that was where the similarities ended. He went and hid in the john. The banging continued.

“Come on, Pop,” his son bellowed through the door. “I saw you looking at me.”

“Who’s me?”

“Gerry.”

“Gerry who?”

“Gerry your fucking son, the apple of your eye, the product of your loins.”

Valentine opened the door. Gerry smiled, stuck his hand out. He was dressed in a somber three-piece suit and a tie. He’d lost the annoying little earring and shaved away the stubble he called a beard.

“The funeral was yesterday,” Valentine informed him.

♦

Gerry had cried all the way from New York, or so he said. Doyle had been like an uncle to him, Guy and Sean like brothers, Liddy his surrogate mom. He made it sound like he’d spent every weekend at their house, and not with the dope-smoking lowlifes Valentine remembered so vividly.

“So how’d you find out where I was?” Valentine asked over pancakes at the IHOP down the street.

His son made a face, his mouth dripping maple syrup.

“I’m just curious, that’s all,” Valentine said.

Gerry kept eating, the look becoming a frown. The restaurant was deserted, the snow keeping everyone home. In the kitchen a radio was playing Sinatra, New Jersey’s favorite son.

Valentine said, “You want me to figure it out by myself?”

“Go ahead.”

“Mabel told you. Now, I didn’t give her my number, but I did call her, and since she has caller ID, she must have scribbled the number down. You called, and she gave you the number. Bingo.”

“Why you making a federal case out of it,” his son said belligerently.

“You could have called my cell phone.”

“I wanted it to be a surprise.”

“I hate surprises.”

“Even when it’s me?”

Especially when it’s you, he almost said. “If I’d known you cared so much about Doyle, I’d have called you. But unless my memory’s fading, the last time Sean came over to the house, you bloodied his nose.”

“I still wanted to pay my respects,” his son said. “Hey, you going to eat your bacon?”

Valentine glanced at the grisly strips on his plate. During his last checkup, the doctor had heard a swishing in his neck and determined his carotid artery was getting clogged. Someday, he would need to have it scoped, which sounded like no big deal, except two percent of patients had a stroke on the operating table and never came back.

“Why, you still hungry?”

Gerry frowned again. Valentine could never get him to admit anything, not even what day of the week it was.

“No,” his son said.

“Then why do you want my bacon?”

“I just don’t want it to go to waste, that’s all.”

“You still sending money to those starving kids in Africa?”

“Aw, Pop, for the love of Christ…”

Their waitress slapped the check down, then gave Valentine the hairy eyeball. She’d been lingering by the cash register eavesdropping. No doubt she’d figured out the bloodlines, and was now painting Valentine out to be a jerk for playing rough with his son.

Valentine removed his wallet. “Can you break a hundred? It’s the smallest I’ve got.”

“Hey, Harold,” she yelled into the kitchen, “can you break a C-note for Donald Trump?”

A bullet-headed man stuck his head through the swinging kitchen doors, said, “Nuh-uh,” and disappeared.

Valentine laid his Visa card atop the check.

“We don’t take credit cards,” she said.

He slid the check toward his son. “Cover this, okay?”

Gerry dug his wallet out. It was made of snakeskin and looked like something Crocodile Dundee might have owned. He dug around in the billfold, then said, “No.”

“You don’t have ten bucks?”

“No,” he said again.

“Where’s your money?”

Meeting his father’s gaze, he said, “I lost it, Pop.”

Gerry owned a bar in Brooklyn, did a brisk business running a bookmaking operation in the back. He always carried a fat bankroll. Better than a ten-inch prick, he’d told his father, who’d slept with two women his entire life.

“How much?” Valentine asked.

“Fifty grand.”

Their waitress had dropped all pretense and was hanging on every word. Her name badge said Dottie.

“Dottie, how about a little privacy?”

She ignored him. “Did you really lose fifty grand, kid?”

Gerry lowered his head shamefully. Valentine slapped a hundred onto the check.

“I’ll come by later for the change,” he told her.

♦

Snow had hooded the cars, and they walked to the corner of Jefferson and stopped at the light. A half-block away, the surf pounded the desolate shoreline.

“Okay,” Valentine said. “Let’s hear it.”

Gerry stared straight ahead as he spoke. “Last Saturday, I get a call from a guy named Rico Blanco—you don’t want to know what he does for a living—and he invites me over to a club called the Spanish Fly in lower Manhattan. I’ve known Rico since high school, so I say, what’s the harm?”
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