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  FOR SANDRA, MY EVERYTHING


  1

  AT THE LAST MINUTE he decided to put on his sweat suit and go for a jog before breakfast. Doug Fiore knew he had to shower anyway before meeting with the judge at two o’clock, so it made sense to get his exercise out of the way now. In the bathroom, he wet the two spots on his face, one on his cheek and the other on his chin, where he nicked them while shaving too quickly, carefully pushing away the toilet paper he used to stop the bleeding.

  “Oh, fuck,” he said out loud when the second cut occurred, and Grace knocked on the door, reminding him that Susan, their fourteen-year-old daughter was still in her room. His foul language was a response to knowing that the Columbia Law School alumni magazine was doing an article on him and sending a photographer to his office at Walters, Cassidy & Breen the next day to take pictures. He didn’t want them spoiled by what might look like adolescent zits.

  When he went downstairs, Grace was at the refrigerator getting the eggs and vegetables she needed to make Doug his regular Sunday morning omelet. The frying pan on the stove was filled with onion slices sizzling in melted butter.

  “Honey,” he said, “would you hold up making breakfast for about an hour. I’m going to do my running and then I’ll clean up and get dressed. I’ve got to see Tom Raymond this afternoon about his case.”

  “This afternoon? What time are you talking about, Doug?”

  “He said he could do it at two, and that would give us a couple of hours to work before the Patriots come on at four. He never misses one of their games.”

  Grace stopped what she was doing and looked at him, her hands moving to her hips. “Have you forgotten that we’re going to my brother’s party this afternoon and we have to leave here by one o’clock?”

  “Oh hell, I thought that was next week.”

  “No, it’s today. I reminded you a few days ago, right here in the kitchen.”

  “Well, I got it mixed up. Damn.” Doug disliked going to one of Grace’s brother’s parties as much as he disliked Walter, her brother. “Don’t call me Wally,” as he often referred to him, drank too much too quickly and inevitably started to rant about the “good old days” when Reagan was in the White House and how he saved America from everything that was evil, both foreign and domestic.

  “Tom’s case is going before the Ethics Commission on Thursday and I really have to spend more time with him to be sure we’re ready. Your brother’s not going to miss me if I’m not there.”

  “That’s not the point,” Grace answered. “Walter invites these same people all the time—you know that—and you weren’t there for the July cookout. They’ll think we’re separated or something if I’m alone again. It wouldn’t matter what excuse I gave for you, Doug. It’ll be embarrassing for me.”

  Fiore went over and embraced his wife who willingly moved into his arms. He thought about the wonderful time they had the night before, dining at the new restaurant in the Biltmore Hotel, enjoying the hit musical at the Trinity Theatre and later, back home, having an exciting hour of sex. Even though he was having an affair with one of his law partners at that time, he loved Grace very much and tried his best to keep her happy.

  “Okay, honey,” he said. “I’m not going to spoil your day. The judge will have to find some time for me after work one night this week. Or maybe he can see me tonight, after seven, when the game’s over. We’ll definitely be home by then. I’ll call him now.”

  At breakfast, Grace asked Doug to tell her what Tom Raymond’s case was about. As soon as he began to speak, his voice became louder without his realizing it. “It’s about how easy it is for a piece of trash to malign a good man and smear his name in the community.”

  “Please, Doug,” she interrupted, “spell it out for me, but don’t get upset.”

  “I’ll try to make a long story short,” he answered, then paused several seconds before continuing. “Tom was the judge in a criminal case involving this guy named Blackburn. Tom found against him and sentenced him to three years in jail. He’s still serving time now. A few months ago Blackburn got to see the warden and accused Tom of offering to throw out his case if he came up with five thousand dollars. Blackburn said he couldn’t put his hands on the money at the time. The warden didn’t believe a word of it but felt he had to cover himself and reported it to the Attorney General’s office.”

  “How would Tom ever come to be alone with this Blackburn person to even offer a deal like that?” Grace asked.

  “Good question, just what the A.G.’s office wanted to know. The answer is that Blackburn said he did it through Tom’s clerk, a guy named Timilty, who called him on the phone during the trial.”

  “Did the clerk confirm it?”

  Doug shook his head. “He neither confirmed it nor denied it. Unfortunately for Tom, the clerk had died several months earlier, so what Blackburn said couldn’t be refuted. I suspect that miserable son of a bitch heard about Timilty, waited a while and then went to the warden with his story. Anyway, the A.G. decided to refer the case to the State Ethics Commission with the understanding that his office could get back into it, depending on the finding.”

  “Well, with Tom being a judge, I’m sure he’d have more credibility than Blackburn. I mean it’s just a ‘he said/he said’ case, right?”

  “No, it’s not. There’s Tom on one side, but Blackburn has a number of witnesses lined up to lie to the Commission and say what he wants them to say. I’m sure we’ll hear testimony that he was trying to borrow money from them at the time with a story that the judge was ready to take a bribe. The Commission has made their names available to me—they’re all bottom of the barrel types—and I’ve been able to find out a lot about them from a good source, so it should be interesting.”

  “Poor Tom,” she said. “And with two kids in college I suppose it will cost him more than he can afford to defend himself.”

  “No, I’m doing it pro bono. I spoke to the Executive Committee about it and got their approval. Our firm doesn’t do any criminal work so there’s no chance of any conflict in the future with one of our lawyers representing someone in Tom’s courtroom.”

  “That’s wonderful. I’ll be rooting for both of you.”

  They each turned to a different section of the Sunday Providence Herald, he to the sports page and she to the local news.

  Minutes later Grace asked, “Why would this be in the paper, Doug?”

  He stopped reading and looked at her. “What is it?”

  Grace leaned over the paper which lay on the table. “It says that the police entered the Pawtucket Avenue dining establishment run by the Tarantino family on suspicion that there was illegal gambling taking place, but found nothing of the sort, only a room full of people having dinner.” She paused and looked up at Doug. “I assume they mean it was a police raid, even though that word isn’t used in the story. But if the police were wrong, and the Tarantinos weren’t charged with anything, why is there even a mention of it in the paper? That’s like telling us that a man in the street walked past a Rottweiler and the dog didn’t bite him.”

  “Very good, honey, I like that analogy. It sounds like the cops were embarrassed but still wanted to give the Tarantinos some bad publicity. If there’s gambling going on, they want the public to worry about being caught in a raid, so they’ll stay away. Gerry Quinn, the Chief of Police, was probably able to talk the right editor at the Herald into throwing that little piece of news into the paper. Don’t forget that the Herald has always been against gambling in its editorials.”

  Doug took satisfaction in knowing that he played a significant role in the failure encountered by the police the night before. As was the case numerous times over a period of twenty years, he had taken a coded message received from Joe Gaudette, a captain in the Providence Police, and passed it on immediately to someone in the Tarantino office on Atwells Avenue. Gaudette, a trusted friend of Sal Tarantino, the Mafia head in Rhode Island, couldn’t make any suspicious phone call from police headquarters on the same day that Gerry Quinn ordered his officers to raid a Tarantino club where casino gambling was known to take place. But then circumstances gave the Family an opening that allowed Gaudette to use Fiore as a middleman for messages, whose meaning he never knew, to be relayed to the Tarantinos. He realized now that the message he received and passed on Saturday was a warning to the Tarantinos that there would be a raid at the Pawtucket Avenue location Saturday night. It was a dangerous role he agreed to play years earlier when he was just a young associate looking to get ahead, but there was no denying it paid off for him … big time. He knew that being Managing Partner of his firm was only part of the reward.

  On the way to her brother’s home in Little Compton, Grace asked, “What arrangement did you make with Tom Raymond?”

  “He’s coming to the office at six o’clock on Tuesday. That photographer from Columbia is supposed to show up between five and six tomorrow and then I’ve got the Executive Committee staying late for a meeting. I expect to be home by ten at the latest.” Fiore knew that he would steer the meeting to an end by seven-thirty and then hurry over to the Howard Johnson Motel in Seekonk where Carol, his mistress, would already be in bed, waiting for him.

  “Is that about Tom?”

  It took Doug a few seconds to get back on track. “No, it’s a whole different issue,” he said. “Some of the partners have been lobbying for us to lay off a bunch of associates at the end of the year. Everyone can see from the monthly spreadsheets that billable hours have been way down consistently. They know that could mean no Christmas bonuses and maybe even cuts in salary for next year, and that’s making them unhappy.”

  “But the whole country’s in a recession. They wouldn’t be the only unhappy ones.”

  “That’s right, but they figure that if we let about ten or twelve associates go, the money we save can be spread around for the partners.”

  “That doesn’t sound very collegial to me.”

  “You’re right. It stinks. It’s the sort of thing that gives lawyers a bad name and makes us the butt of so many jokes. I’ll do whatever I can to convince the Committee to vote it down if it gets proposed at the partners meeting.”

  “Do you have a sense right now of how the Committee would vote? Does it have to be unanimous?”

  “No, I need three of the five, including myself. Right now my best guess is that Ed Jackson’s vote is the crucial one.”

  “But even if the Committee supports you, that’s no guarantee the partners would go along with it. Money is the root of you know what.”

  “I know, and I’d have to convince them it’s wrong to hurt the associates just to make the partners a little richer. Some of those young guys have families and mortgages. Besides, we’ve trained them to be good lawyers and we’ll need them when business picks up.”

  “Oh, that reminds me,” Grace said, “you had a call this morning while you were out running. I totally forgot about it.”

  “Who was it?”

  He didn’t leave his name and seemed to be in a hurry to get off the phone right away when I told him you weren’t home. He said to tell you that your friend wants to speak to you. I asked him if you’d know which friend he meant, and he just said ‘Yes’ and hung up.”

  Fiore knew that the caller was Joe Gaudette and he was telling Doug that Sandy Tarantino, Sal’s son and Doug’s college roommate for four years, wanted a meeting with him. Nine months had passed since the last time the two of them were together, and he understood that Sandy had something important to discuss if a meeting was necessary. He wondered at first whether it had anything to do with the police presence at the Pawtucket Avenue establishment the night before, but dismissed that thought since he had relayed Gaudette’s coded message and it was acted upon. Still, he knew that Sandy would not want to be kept waiting once he told Gaudette to set things up. Fiore had to find out how soon the meeting would take place.

  “That was from my biggest client,” he said. “Sunday’s just another work day for him. He probably told someone in his office to get me on the phone. He may even be in a hurry to see me tomorrow. I’ll stop at the mall and call back.” As he drove, Fiore thought about the matters he was handling for the Tarantinos and questioned whether he had done anything to upset them. That was always his first thought whenever Sandy summoned him to a meeting. He had a lot of homework to do before seeing his old friend.
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  THE STOCKY MAN LOOKING out the window wore a black pinstripe Armani suit over a fine white Egyptian cotton shirt and red paisley necktie selected from a catalog mailed monthly by an exclusive designer men’s shop in Milan. He took in the view around him a few seconds longer before answering the question put to him by the junior United States Senator from Rhode Island.

  “You can do whatever you like, Senator,” he said, turning away from the window. “Go back to your jewelry factory if you want. And if that’s not good enough anymore, set yourself up as a consultant or a lobbyist.” Sandy Tarantino’s voice was gruff, as if fighting its way through some bronchial congestion. “Do something with the influence you’ve got. Use the fucking connections you’ve made here in the last five years. Or maybe you want to take some time off. My family will carry you for a while. Like I said before, we’re trying to make this easy for you.”

  The Senator was peeved, and it showed when he spoke. “Your father never said I’d have to quit after one term. If Sal told me that, I might not even have bothered to run.”

  Tarantino walked over to one of the chairs in front of Spence Hardiman’s desk and sat down. He stared hard at the white-haired man, twenty years his senior, before speaking. “That’s bullshit, Senator. You’d have jumped at the chance to come here if the goddam term had been for just a year. And my father never gave you any guarantees when he financed your campaign.”

  Hardiman was having a difficult time keeping himself under control. The phone call he received from the elder Tarantino a few days earlier was friendly. Sal just said that his son would be in Washington to see him. Hardiman assumed the Family needed his help on some matter and that he’d solve the problem by speaking to the right person. But instead, the cocky young man with the menacing half smile had wasted no time in telling him that the Tarantinos didn’t want him to run for a second term.

  “We want John Sacco out of the Statehouse after next year,” Sandy said. “There’s one hell of an issue on casino gambling coming up and our thinking is he’d probably be against us on it. The Family never put anything more than chump change in Sacco’s campaign so there’s nothing he owes us. We’ve got to have our own man in the governor’s chair, someone we can count on to veto any bill that would hurt us. So Sacco’s got to find a place he’d rather be than Providence. That’s right here, Senator, where you’re sitting. My father’s sorry you have to move out, but that’s the way it is.”

  Hardiman tried to find out more about the gambling matter. He wanted Sandy to feel he still had plenty of influence in what went on in Rhode Island. “Believe me,” he said, pointing his thumb at his chest, “there’s guys in both the House and Senate back there I can still control. They’ll do what I tell ’em.”

  “Forget it, Senator. The decision’s already been made. Sal’s not taking any chances. He’s got to know the governor’s in our pocket when we need him.”

  Hardiman began to feel nauseous. He wanted Tarantino out of his office. He was being pushed hard to agree to something he wanted no part of. It would be better to get his old friend Sal on the telephone and talk about it. Maybe he could get the Tarantinos the help they needed, even if they didn’t think so. But goddammit, being a United States Senator meant everything to him and he couldn’t let this kid just walk in and change his life on the spot.

  The Senator got up from behind his massive oak desk and walked over to where Tarantino was sitting. He anticipated that his movement would prompt Sandy into getting up also and that he’d be able to walk him to the door. When Tarantino ignored his approach, Hardiman wasn’t sure what to do. He took a couple of steps backwards, pushed aside some papers on the corner of the desk and sat down, somewhat tentatively. Unaware of his body language, he folded his arms together in front of him while he considered his next move.

  “I’m glad I finally got to meet you today, Sandy,” Hardiman began, shaking his head up and down slightly for emphasis. “Sal has spoken to me about you any number of times. He’s proud of you and knows the Family will be in good hands when it’s time for you to take his place.”

  Tarantino didn’t say anything. He thought he knew where Hardiman was going with this. But one of the lessons his father had taught him was never to speak too soon. “Sometimes,” Sal had cautioned him, “they’ll know just from looking at your face that you’re not happy with what they’re saying and they’ll change it halfway through. So be patient. Don’t interrupt. You’ll always get your chance to talk.”

  Hardiman was becoming uncomfortable with Tarantino’s silence and the fact that his effort to be friendly didn’t have any effect. The ominous smile was still visible on his visitor’s face. “I’m sure this isn’t something that has to be decided today,” he continued. “I’ll think over everything you’ve said and give Sal a call. Tell him he can expect to hear from me in a few days.”

  Tarantino started to get up. Hardiman thought the meeting was finally over. But just as the Senator began moving away from his desk, Sandy was on top of him, grabbing his shirt and tie just a few inches below the older man’s neck. Hardiman couldn’t believe what was happening. He felt stabs of pain as Tarantino’s strong hold on him seemed to be pulling hairs from his chest.

  “We’re not asking you to do us a favor, Senator,” Sandy hissed into his face. Hardiman could feel a few drops of spittle land on his cheek. “You’re goddam through here when your term’s up. That’s been decided. My old man got you elected and now he’s telling you it’s over. Don’t give us any of that ‘I’ll call him later shit.’ There’s nothing to talk about.”

  Tarantino kept a tight grasp on Hardiman while he spoke. But as he held on, his hand shook back and forth so that his knuckles kept pounding into the Senator’s chest. Hardiman thought about shouting for help but was afraid to do it. He knew things would get a lot worse for him if Sal’s son were arrested in his office for an assault. There’d be no way to stop the publicity and Sal Tarantino would become his enemy. That’s one thing he didn’t want. He’d just have to hope this nightmare was almost over.

  Suddenly, as if he’d read the Senator’s thoughts, Tarantino’s free hand whipped across Hardiman’s face, slapping his left cheek with a force that made the Senator’s head jerk back. The blow would have sent him sprawling on the floor if Sandy hadn’t been holding onto his shirt and tie.

  “Do you understand me now?” Sandy asked. He kept his voice low. “We’ll give you the time frame to announce to the folks back home that you’ve decided not to run for a second term. My father will let you know. So get used to the fact that you won’t be campaigning again next year. Do you hear me loud and clear, Senator?”

  Hardiman had to swallow before he could answer. “Yes, yes,” he said. “Okay.”

  At that, Tarantino released his hold. Tears had filled Hardiman’s eyes just seconds after he’d been struck and were slowly rolling down his cheeks. He seemed oblivious to it and made no effort to wipe them away. Tarantino walked over to the closet where he hung his suit jacket earlier, slipped it off the hanger and put it on. He looked in the mirror on the back side of the closet door and straightened the knot in his tie before returning to where Hardiman stood. The Senator hadn’t moved.

  “Don’t do anything stupid, Senator. Just listen to what my father tells you. Because if you don’t, you know what can happen. We wouldn’t want it to come to that—you and Sal have known each other a long time—but business is business. Sometimes things get out of hand.”

  Tarantino hesitated a few moments before extending his right hand to the Senator. “Thanks for the meeting,” he said.

  Like a beaten fighter who has gotten up off the canvas dazed and unsteady on his feet, Hardiman shook the hand that had just disrupted his world. “Okay,” was all he could say again.
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  AT SEVEN O’CLOCK ON a raw evening in early December, Doug Fiore hurried down the steps of the Spalding National Bank building. He was wearing a black Burberry raincoat and carrying the extra-large size briefcase favored by litigation lawyers. A Yellow Cab was waiting for him at the curb. Fiore looked younger than his forty-four years, and his handsome face still showed evidence of the flattering tan he acquired in St. Maarten over a five-day Thanksgiving holiday. He said nothing on entering the back seat of the late model Chevrolet, but noticed that the driver was Asian. Probably one of those Vietnamese who’ve been moving into the west end of Providence, he thought. He had driven through that neighborhood on several occasions and felt sorry for the people, mostly new immigrants, who were crowded into the many dilapidated buildings there.

  The cab drove east along Kennedy Plaza and took a left turn in front of the United States District Courthouse. One block later it turned left again along the far side of the plaza and onto Sabin Street. It passed the rear entrance of the Providence Herald building and slowed down for several groups of pedestrians crossing the street, headed for the hockey game at the Civic Center between the hometown Bruins and the visiting team from New Haven. Accelerating slightly, the Chevy made a right turn onto Atwells Avenue, but stopped almost immediately for a traffic light just beyond the Holiday Inn at the entrance to Interstate 95. The driver crossed the bridge over the highway and passed under the pineapple-topped concrete arch dominating the entrance to Federal Hill. This was the area known informally in the city as the Italian section, but to Rhode Island law enforcement agencies and the FBI, it was the backyard of the Mob.

  Fiore leaned forward slightly as he looked out at the passing storefronts. He was tense most of the day, thinking about the meeting he was summoned to attend. When he returned Joe Gaudette’s call, he was given a choice of two dates, a week apart, for the meeting. The later time was more convenient for him, but Fiore didn’t want to chance displeasing Tarantino by keeping him waiting. He quickly decided to cancel the dinner date he had with a client and be available earlier.

  The taxi moved down Atwells Avenue. Its left headlight illuminated the center strip, painted green, white and red, the colors of the Italian flag. Soon the low commercial buildings in the heart of the shopping district gave way to a disorganized mixture of single family and two family homes that alternated with four and six unit apartment houses. Fiore hardly noticed as the driver turned left and traveled several blocks before making another turn onto Broadway. But his attention returned as the cab suddenly slowed and began entering a wide driveway. The building was an old Victorian. It had two flights of stairs leading to an entrance in front, and a side door on the lower driveway level that received most of the traffic. Fiore had been there several times in the past. The dark green awnings that provided shelter from the rain at both entrances informed the public in large white letters, visible at night in the glare of several spotlights, that the establishment was the Vincent A. Milano Funeral Home.

  The driver eased past the entrance and continued on into the parking lot. Fiore reached for his briefcase on the seat beside him, his anxiety increasing. As the cab made a slow U-turn in the large yard and headed back toward the street, he counted a dozen other vehicles parked there. The Chevrolet came to a stop, and an attendant wearing a heavy black woolen coat and a Russian style fur hat that partially covered his ears opened the passenger door for him.

  “Good evening, sir,” he said, and continued without waiting for a response. “The wake is being held in the first room on the right. Toilet facilities are at the end of the hallway.” The words were spoken in a monotone, as if prerecorded. Fiore thanked him and entered the building, uncertain what to do next. The sign on a metal stand at the entrance to the room on his right indicated that a wake was in progress for a Dominic Sabatini. The name meant nothing to him. Still, as Gaudette didn’t tell him where Sandy Tarantino would be, and as he saw no activity farther down the corridor, he joined the mourners in the room.

  Gray, metal folding chairs were set out along the walls on three sides. Fiore saw several faces turn in his direction as he entered, then look away when they didn’t recognize him. Sandy Tarantino was not in the room. He took off his raincoat and draped it over one of the chairs. He placed his briefcase on the floor, under the same chair, and hesitated for a few moments, as if waiting for someone to approach him. When no one did, he silently cursed to himself about having to be where he was, but took a deep breath and walked toward the front of the room.

  The casket rested on a low platform built against the far wall. It was almost totally surrounded by bouquets of flowers, several in the form of a wreath. A woman, dressed entirely in black, her face covered by a veil, sat on a dark vinyl chair immediately to the left of the bier. Her hands were folded in her lap, her head bent forward slightly. Fiore guessed that she was Sabatini’s widow.

  He knelt before the casket and crossed himself, but did not look at the body. He closed his eyes and remained in that position for less than half a minute. When he got up and started to turn away, the woman spoke. “Thank you for coming,” she said softly. Fiore caught himself quickly, moved to where she sat and said he was sorry for her loss. He could see through the veil that she was somewhere in her forties, close to his own age.

  “Did my husband go to you for legal work, Mr. Fiore?” she asked. Her voice was just above a whisper.

  Fiore was momentarily confused. He was certain he had never seen her before, but she obviously knew who he was. He searched his brain for a connection to the name “Sabatini,” but came up empty. Suddenly, the flash of a smile on her face made him realize that she was playing a game for his benefit. It must have to do with Sandy, he thought, and knew he had to go along with it.

  “Yes, he did,” he answered, smiling momentarily himself. “On several occasions.”

  “I’m glad he went to the best.” She took his hand, as if she were being consoled and was thanking him for something kind he said. “Down the hall there’s a door marked ‘Employees Only.’ It’s just after the ladies room. Go in there and wait. But please, first express your condolences to Dominic’s family. That’s them sitting by the window.” She let go of his hand and raised her voice slightly. “It was very nice of you to come. God bless you.”

  “Thanks,” he replied. Fiore considered acknowledging her role with a wink, but reminded himself that she was still mourning a dead husband. He made a mental note to find Sabatini’s obituary in the newspaper and perhaps send a donation in his memory to a local charity. “Take care,” he said, and walked over to the window.

  A man sat between two women, all of them elderly. The women were both overweight and looked uncomfortable on the small chairs they occupied. One held a man’s white handkerchief in her hand and used it alternately to dab at her tears and blow her nose. The other held a large pocketbook on her lap with both hands. The man’s wide, striped tie was long out of fashion. It was knotted poorly at his neck, revealing the unbuttoned top button of his shirt. Fiore shook hands with each of them and offered his sympathy. He assumed that two of them were Sabatini’s parents and that the other woman was either a close aunt or the dead man’s godmother. They said nothing to him in response, but just moved their heads up and down as he played out the mourner’s role for their benefit by assuring them that he would always treasure his friendship with “Dom.”

  Fiore retrieved his coat and briefcase and found the room to which he was directed. A ceiling light was on when he entered and closed the door behind him. A long glass-topped wooden table occupied the center of the room, surrounded by eight red plastic chairs, the kind that could be stacked one on top of the other. Although functional, they were totally out of place next to the imposing table made from a fine-grained dark wood.

  The room had no windows. There was an old Whirlpool refrigerator to his left. The droning sound it gave off seemed hardly worth its obviously small capacity. A food-market shopping cart to one side of the refrigerator contained opened packages of small paper cups, paper plates, plastic utensils and napkins. He guessed that the funeral home employees used the room for lunch or a quick snack at break time. There was nothing there to encourage them to linger when they finished eating. Mahogany paneling extended from the crown molding below the ceiling all the way to the baseboard on all four walls, interrupted only by a narrow piece of chair rail about three feet above the floor. Fiore assumed that the elegant space, not visible from the outside, was planned originally to host clandestine meetings.

  “Hello, good buddy.”

  Fiore was startled. He turned around quickly, in time to catch Sandy Tarantino pushing a panel back against the wall. Nothing on that section of mahogany identified it as a door. He was certain that someone would have to open it again from the other side when their meeting was over.

  Doug moved quickly to greet his friend. “Sandy. Good to see you.”

  Tarantino took Fiore’s outstretched hand and held it firmly in his own as he shook it. The vise-like grip into which Doug’s fingers had entered reminded him again of the strength of his former roommate, the only member of the Princeton wrestling team who didn’t lose a single fall in four years of varsity competition.

  “I’m great, Doug, just great. Thanks for coming tonight. Sorry about all the intrigue, but I had no idea where we’d meet when Joe set up the date with you.”

  He walked over to the door, pushed the button in the handle to lock it and steered Fiore over to the table where they took seats across from each other. “The guy they’re waking is Dominic Sabatini,” Sandy said. “He was the construction worker you may have read about who had the ditch collapse on him in Pawtucket a few days ago. The poor bastard suffocated before they could dig him out. We grew up on the same street. I even dated his wife a couple of times in high school. She was one knockout broad in those days. I called and told her to use this place when I heard about Dom. He had some life insurance through his union—something like ten grand—but we’ll help her out with what she needs until she’s back on her feet. That fucking construction company he worked for is going to pay through the nose for this. Fiore understood that the company’s immediate problem would come from the Tarantinos.

  “Anyhow,” Sandy continued, “I had one of the guys show Barbara Sabatini your picture and tell her what to say to you. You never know who’s watching, Doug. I assume I’m being followed everywhere I go. And it’s a wake, so any of them could just walk in here like they know the Sabatini family and look around. That’s why I wanted to be sure you paid your respects. If you’re ever asked what you did after you spoke to the widow, your answer is that you went upstairs to say ‘Hello’ to your good friend Vincent and then took a cab back downtown. He’d swear to the same thing.”

  Tarantino got up and started moving back and forth along his side of the table. “I’ve got to exercise this left leg a little. There’s a problem with some discs in my back and it shoots pain through my knee like it was a torn cartilage or something. They’re scheduling me for an MRI. Ever had one, Doug?”

  “No,” he said. He rapped the side of the table with his knuckles. “No reason for one yet. Knock on wood.”

  “It’s murder if you’re claustrophobic like me. You’re like a torpedo they shove into a hole in a machine. It’s pitch-black in there and you can’t move. If I didn’t take some Xanax, I’d be screaming for them to pull me right out. I’ve been through it six times already. My wife calls me ‘The King of the MRIs.’ ” Sandy laughed and Doug smiled back.

  Fiore looked at the man he first met twenty-five years earlier, in the second semester of their freshman year in college. Sandy was probably thirty pounds heavier now than in those days, up to about 220, Doug guessed. He still wore the beard and mustache he initially showed off to Fiore about seven or eight years ago. His face was slightly flabbier than back then, especially in the jowls, and the black hair he combed straight back started from higher on his forehead. But the eyes that always grabbed your attention and said, “Look right here, you fucker, when you’re talking to me” hadn’t changed at all. They were the color of the darkest roast coffee beans, ready as always to pull you into a sinkhole.

  The two of them took the same political science elective that second semester. They were part of a study group with several other classmates but didn’t socialize otherwise. When the Brown University basketball team played at Princeton, they were both in the sparse crowd that showed up to watch. At halftime they bumped into each other and discovered that each had roots in Rhode Island.

  After that, they began meeting at the athletic center a couple of nights a week for some one-on-one basketball, and their friendship grew. Tarantino had his own car, a three-year-old Plymouth coupe, and Fiore drove to Providence with him for several weekends at home. Doug intended to live in a dormitory again for his sophomore year, but Sandy called him during the summer and suggested they share an off-campus apartment.

  “You can use my car when you need it,” he said, sensing Fiore’s hesitation.

  That clinched it. “You’ve got yourself a roommate,” Doug said.

  They kept the same apartment for three years. But back in Rhode Island during summer breaks, neither ever visited the other at home. Fiore recalled that when they briefly discussed their families, Sandy said only that his father was in life insurance.

  Together, they made frequent trips into New York and loved everything the City had to offer. Partying and chasing girls came naturally and easily, and they made many friends at Columbia and NYU. They never bothered reserving hotel rooms on those trips. There was always someone who would let them crash. When they went their separate ways with girls after a party, the standing arrangement was to meet the next day at noon at the main entrance to Madison Square Garden. That location was chosen with the hope that the Celtics would be in town to play the Knicks, and if they were doubly lucky, to get their hands on two tickets to the game.

  As graduation from Princeton approached, Sandy and Doug both knew they wanted to go on to law school at Columbia, if it accepted them. With excellent college records and high LSAT scores, each applied to just Columbia and one “safe” school.

  “Fuck it,” Sandy said sarcastically, “if I can’t get into Columbia or BU with these grades, I’ll follow my father into the life insurance business.” They laughed at that, but Vietnam was still going strong in 1969, and Fiore often questioned whether they could get deferments. Doug reminded his roommate that if both law schools rejected them, they’d be buying life insurance instead of selling it and marching off to Vietnam. Tarantino never seemed worried about it, and asked Doug at one point for the address of his local draft board. By the time they had their degrees from Princeton, deferments came through for both of them. Fiore was never aware of the pressure Sandy’s father put on the officials of the two boards to make sure that his son and his son’s best friend weren’t drafted.

  Columbia admitted them both. They rented an apartment within walking distance, at the corner of Broadway and 84th Street. Although the first year was difficult, they finished near the top of the class and still found time for fun. When exams were over, they returned to Providence to spend the summer clerking in law firms. Each was selected to serve on the Columbia Law Review in the fall, and that helped open doors to the better law firms. Fiore chose Walters, Cassidy & Breen from the three offers of employment he received. It was the second largest in Rhode Island, and gave him the chance to pick up experience in several different areas of the law.

  Sandy told Doug he took a job with Tecci & Tecci, two brothers who had a small office just above the Roma Pasticceria on Federal Hill. Doug knew the location because the Roma was the best Italian bakery on Atwells Avenue. But when he checked the lawyers’ directory to find out more about the firm, he discovered that it wasn’t listed. No one he spoke to at WC&B ever had a case with the Teccis. Most assumed it was a Mom and Pop type office that drafted wills, did some immigration work and handled personal injury claims for people in the neighborhood. Doug couldn’t understand what Sandy hoped to get out of that experience.

  A month into his clerkship, Fiore read about the sudden death of Anthony Buscatelli, head of the Rhode Island crime family. Buscatelli’s fatal heart attack was the subject of a large bold headline in the Providence Herald the morning after his demise. The story reminded readers that his only son died several years earlier in an automobile accident. “It remains to be seen,” the report concluded, “who will assume leadership of the Rhode Island Mafia.”

  About a week later, following the wake and funeral which were attended by well-known Mob figures from New York, New Jersey and Massachusetts, word filtered across Interstate 95 to the Herald newsroom that Salvatore Tarantino was chosen to replace Buscatelli. Doug noted the similarity of the surname to his roommate’s when he saw the article in the paper. As he read what was written about the State’s new “crime boss,” he was stunned to learn that Tarantino had two children, “a daughter, Ottavia, and a son, Salvatore Michael, known as Sandy.”

  Fiore waited two days before calling Tecci & Tecci, still uncertain of what to say to his roommate about what he now knew. The man who took the call told him that Sandy was unavailable, and Doug left word for him to call back. When the call wasn’t returned after a week he tried again, but a different male voice informed him that Tarantino was out of the office and hadn’t said when he’d be back.

  Fiore was alone in the firm’s library at eight o’clock on a Friday night when the switchboard operator paged him for a telephone call. He guessed that it was one of his basketball playing friends wanting to know if he’d be at the “Y” in time for his pick-up team’s nine o’clock game. He gave his hunch a shot. “Hello, Butchie,” he said into the receiver, and recognized Tarantino’s answering laugh immediately.

  “No, it’s not Butchie. Goddammit, Doug, if I thought you were going to become a fucking big firm nerd workaholic, I’d never have studied for exams with you and given you the benefit of my probing and incisive intellect. If that’s what you’re going to do in this life, it’ll be better if you flunk out of law school and become a more meaningful member of society.”

  “Funny guy,” Doug answered. “Shit, Sandy, I called you almost three weeks ago. Where’ve you been?”

  The levity in Tarantino’s voice disappeared immediately. “Busy, Doug, really busy.” There was a pause. “I guess you read the article, huh?”

  “Yeah, I read it. And all these years you wanted me to believe that your old man was in the life insurance business.”

  Since the story about the senior Tarantino first appeared, Fiore hadn’t thought about Sandy’s past references to his father’s occupation. But at that moment he suddenly recognized the subtle humor in a Mafia captain, and possibly a hit man for all he knew, being characterized as a life insurance salesman. Something in his gut told him that Sandy was aware of the connection he just made between the phony story he was given in the past and the reality of the situation. He was right.

  “I’m sorry, good buddy,” Sandy said, “but the truth just wouldn’t have made for great conversation. And I was sensitive enough about it to want to be accepted for who I was, not feared or rejected because of my family. You probably wouldn’t have told me to go fuck myself as many times as you did, often to my benefit, if you wondered how thin-skinned I was or whether my father taught me how to use a little muscle to win an argument. That’s the way it had to be.” Then the flippancy returned again: “Anyhow, the next time you tell me to go fuck myself, I may have to have you iced.”

  Fiore laughed. “I’ll try and remember that.” He countered with his own jab at humor. “I guess every great friendship has to be tested, and it looks like ours failed miserably.”

  Tarantino hesitated but didn’t take the bait. His voice became serious. “Listen, it’s going to be a while before the two of us can sit down and talk about things. What’s happened to my father is changing my life in a lot of ways. Right now I’m at the lowest rung of the apprenticeship-training program. There’s an awful lot I’ve got to learn, especially in the time that’s left before it’s back to school.”

  “Yeah, we’ve got to decide when to leave for New York.”

  “That’s the main thing I called you about. I’m through with Columbia. My father wants me close to home so we can talk face to face every day. Don’t ask me to explain that. It gets complicated and he won’t take ‘No’ for an answer. Anyhow, I’m transferring to BU in September. If there was a law school in Providence, I’d be staying right here. You’ve got to understand that not everyone who worked for Tony Buscatelli is overjoyed with Sal Tarantino taking over the operation. He’s worried about a few of the unhappy ones going off half-cocked and doing something stupid before he gets established. That’s why I have to have protection whenever I’m away from home. I fought like hell against it, but my dad shot down every argument I made. It wasn’t exactly like moot court, if you know what I mean.”

  Fiore smiled and took advantage of the pause that followed Sandy’s last words. “Look, all I know about your father is the stuff that was in the paper. There was nothing there about him ever spending time in prison or being indicted for anything. I assume he must have some brains if they made him head of the Family. But any way you look at it, it’s still the Mafia, crime incorporated as far as the public’s concerned. Are you telling me you’re going to be part of that just because you’re Sal Tarantino’s son?”

  Sandy anticipated the question. “Not exactly, Doug. I’ve drawn some lines that I won’t cross, and my father feels the same way I do. We’ll talk about it when I see you, and I’ll fill in all the details, but not now. Listen, when you get back to New York, let me know your address if you don’t stay in the same place. Don’t worry, I’ll keep in touch. A guy in my position never knows when he may need a good lawyer.”

  “Do you want me to say anything if anyone in class asks about you?”

  “No sweat. Just tell them I decided I’d be happier selling insurance than chasing ambulances. Don’t say anything about BU And do me a favor, okay?”

  “Sure. What?”

  “Make it whole life, not term insurance.”

  “You’re a real comedian. Listen, Sandy, take care of yourself, okay?”

  “I will, old buddy. Thanks.” He took a deep breath and raised his voice sharply. “Now get back to work, you fucking nerd.”

  “Go fu …” But before Doug could get the words out, he heard the click at the other end.


  4

  FIORE WATCHED AS TARANTINO took a bottle of white wine out of the refrigerator and pulled two paper cups from a package in the shopping cart. He brought the cups over to the table and filled them.

  “It’s a Soave Bolla,” he said. “Good stuff. But I didn’t ask you to come so you could hear me complain about my health.”

  Sandy sat down, pushing his back into the wide slats of the plastic chair as firmly as he could, his feet flat on the thinly carpeted floor for additional support. He knew it was time to get down to business. He raised his cup. “Salut.”

  “Salut,” Fiore responded, and made a motion with his own cup toward Sandy before taking a sip.

  “Question for you Doug. Have you been to any of the slot machine parlors that have opened around the State?”

  Fiore wasn’t sure whether this was more small talk or whether the evening’s agenda had begun. “No, I haven’t,” he said. “I just heard about them in the last month or so. But you know me. I like sure things, not stupid bets. I probably haven’t spent ten dollars on lottery tickets since they started selling them twenty years ago, or whenever it was.”

  “Smart man. That probably means you haven’t lost any money on the Jets either. What a fucked-up football team that is. But let me tell you something you may not know. Do you have any idea how the slots got started in Rhode Island?”

  Fiore shook his head. “No idea at all.”

  “Then I think you’ll find this interesting.” Tarantino took another sip of wine before continuing. “I’ll try and make a long story short, so bear with me. The first parlor—it was really what we’d both call a joint—opened up in Newport. The guy behind it was some relative of the mayor there. He offered to give back forty percent of the net to the town. The town didn’t have to do a thing for its money except look the other way and let him stay open. The place was right on Thames Street. That meant every tourist who went window-shopping along the main drag could see it, step inside and leave a few bucks there. You know how hard up Newport’s been for money. The teachers there went on strike for six weeks last fall before they caught on that they weren’t going to get more than a token raise if they picketed forever. Narragansett Sailboat and P. P. Cummings both shut down within the last fifteen months, and they were two of the biggest boat makers in the State. Unemployment in Newport was running at something like ten percent. That’s a hell of a lot of people out of work, looking for benefits. And benefits cost money. So the mayor said ‘Okay,’ to his cousin, or whatever he is, and told the cops to stay away from the place. The money probably gets entered on the town’s books as some sort of fee or taxes.”

  “I didn’t know they had them in Newport,” Fiore said.

  “Yeah, they do.” Sandy took a deep breath. “Then, about three months later, another slots parlor opened up in Westerly. Same story. A poor town that the recession was making poorer every day. The biggest employer there is the Bromfield Company. It makes those camouflage uniforms for the Defense Department. It got into financial trouble, went bankrupt and laid off a couple hundred people while the lawyers are getting it reorganized. Again, the town is getting a big piece of the money pie from the parlor operator who picked up on what was happening in Newport. So everybody’s happy, especially the local politicians who don’t have to talk about raising taxes. The cops make believe there’s still a convenience store at that location. Only in Westerly, instead of catering to tourists with money to blow, it’s different. There, it’s a case of someone local with just five bucks in his pocket, or her pocket, to give the ladies their due, throwing eight or ten quarters into a slot machine hoping to make a great big ten dollar hit. Five minutes later they’re wondering what they can put on the table for dinner with what they’ve got left. But the way they see it, the odds of having three oranges come up on a one-armed bandit are still better than hitting four out of six numbers in the lottery.”

  “It’s sad,” Fiore said. “Half the stores on the main drag in Westerly are boarded up. It’ll be a disaster area if Bromfield can’t make it back.”

  Tarantino picked up his wine again and held it in his hand as he continued talking. “The story gets even better,” he said. “Just after the slots got started in Westerly, a State rep filed a bill in the House to allow casino gambling in Rhode Island. He’s talking about craps, roulette, blackjack, the whole thing, at the option of each town. The difference, of course, is that the city or town would run the operation and take all the profits instead of sharing it with some entrepreneur who came out of the woodwork to make a fast buck.” Sandy took a sip from his cup and put it down again.

  “The Senate got pretty much the same bill a week later, courtesy of Millard Brickman, that great statesman from Warren.”

  “Not the brightest bulb in the room,” Fiore interjected.

  “That’s no secret,” Tarantino answered. “He probably thinks the town could open up a Las Vegas style casino just a mile off the Swansea/Warren exit on I 195 and catch everyone from Rhode Island and Massachusetts driving toward the beaches and the Cape. Anyway, it looks right now like the House would go for the legislation while the Senate’s against it. But neither one is anxious to have a vote too soon. The smart money says there won’t be a vote on any of the bills until after the election next November.

  “Meanwhile, two other slots have opened since the legislation was introduced, one right up the road in Pawtucket. And believe it or not, while gambling is still illegal in this great little state of ours unless you’re betting the lottery, every one of those joints is being allowed to operate.”

  Sandy got up and began pacing along his side of the table again. “No one is doing a damn thing about it. Every town needs the money so bad they just shut their eyes and stick out their hands, palms up. And someone with clout has told the State Police to look the other way. So tell me, Doug, how do you think my old man feels when the cops drive right past an illegal-as-hell slot parlor on the way to harassing a room full of people at one of our Family’s private clubs?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “What really pisses me off is that they show no fucking appreciation for what my father’s done in the years he’s been running things. You can’t compare the sources of our income today to what they were under Tony Buscatelli twenty years ago.”

  “I know that,” Fiore said.

  “Anyhow, the slot machines aren’t the big issue. They hurt our take because it’s another option the gamblers have if they feel like a little action and don’t want to come to one of our clubs. But it would cripple us if the State decides to get into blackjack, craps and roulette, the heavy stuff. I’ve told you before, that’s a big part of what the Family relies on for our basic operating income. That, and the sports betting. Competition from the State would give my Family one hell of a problem. All our investments in legitimate businesses are gravy when things are going well. It’s where the bonuses come from. But we’ve had some big losers in the last few years too. We can’t afford to kiss that kind of gambling money goodbye. What some of these Statehouse morons are talking about doing could even start a little war within the Tarantino family if there was any kind of push from one group to get back into drugs or prostitution.”

  Fiore listened to everything carefully and thought he saw where Sandy was heading. “We’ve got two lawyers in my firm who hold seats in the House,” he said. “I can talk to them when the time’s right, if this ever comes up for a vote. I’ll even twist their arms if I’ve got something to use, but I can’t guarantee they’d vote against it. And I’ve never lobbied for anything up at the Statehouse, so I don’t think I’d do a very good job at it.”

  Sandy smiled. “Good try, Doug, but you’re not even warm. Here comes the bottom line.” He continued pacing as he spoke. Fiore leaned forward in anticipation, resting his arms on the table. “My father knows there’s got to be a strong voice in Rhode Island against the State going into gaming operations. And it has to be the voice of morality. It has to convince the people that the State would just be encouraging the poorest members of society, the ones who gamble the most and can’t afford it, to go even deeper into the hole by making casino games available to them all over the place. Gambling is a sickness, a disease, and they shouldn’t be exposed to it every time they walk out their front doors.

  “That speaker would have to make our so-called leaders understand that eventually those folks will become wards of the State. They’ll have to be fed, clothed, housed and given health care out of public funds. It will end up costing the taxpayers more than what the State takes in from gambling.”

  “That’s for sure,” Fiore said.

  “And besides, there’s the bureaucracy that would have to be set up to run it. You know what that means. It’ll be full of former politicos and other hacks who’ll get all the good jobs through their friends in power, whether or not they’re qualified. If some commission says it can oversee casino gaming with 200 employees, you can bet your ass there’ll be twice as many feeding at the trough within two or three years.”

  Sandy was standing behind his chair, his hands pressed against the top of it. He looked down at his friend and waited until he caught his eye. “That’s the message that has to get delivered, Doug. It’s pro Tarantino family all the way, but no one will be thinking of us when they hear it. They’ll be too concerned and upset about the idea of their own tax dollars going to support the people who live on the edge. What they’ll be saying is, ‘Don’t take my hard-earned money and spend it on welfare.’ And the argument that will persuade them from supporting any casino bill has to come from one person.”

  Fiore had no idea whom Sandy had in mind. “Who?” he asked.

  “The Governor of Rhode Island.”

  It wasn’t registering. Doug felt like a deer caught in the headlights. He looked blankly at Sandy for several seconds before speaking.

  “I don’t get it. What have I got to do with John Sacco, or vice versa? I always thought he was against gambling. Wouldn’t he veto any casino bill that passed?”

  Tarantino answered immediately, as if he and Doug were reading from the same script. “A year ago I would have said you were right. Sacco used to say he didn’t want to depend on any gambling revenue to pay the State’s bills. But he hasn’t done a thing to keep slots shops from opening up and he hasn’t said a fucking word to discourage the casino bills from going forward in the House and Senate.” Sandy slammed his hand down on the table when he swore. “He’s either getting something out of it himself or he changed his mind about gambling. That’s been the bad news for us. But the good news is on the way. As soon as Spence Hardiman announces that he’s tired of Washington politics and doesn’t want to go back for another term in the Senate, Sacco will be a candidate for that job. Maybe the only one on the Republican side, maybe not. So we’re going to get him out of the Statehouse, whether he wins Hardiman’s seat or not. Rhode Island will elect a new governor.”

  “That’s one giant ‘if’ of a scenario,” Fiore replied, “but even if you were right about it … .”

  Tarantino cut him off. “We think you’re the best man for that job.”

  Fiore was stunned. He looked at his friend, certain of the big grin he’d see momentarily, followed by the boisterous laugh and the words, “Just kidding, just kidding, don’t have a goddam heart attack for Christ sakes.” But none of it happened, and as the seconds passed he realized that Sandy was serious.

  “Come on,” he said, still unbelieving, “you want me to run for governor?”

  “You sure are a quick study.” Sandy smiled. “I make the motion and the Tarantino family seconds it.”

  Fiore shook his head back and forth several times, almost involuntarily. “But I’ve never held a political office,” he reasoned. “I haven’t run for anything in my life, including dog catcher. No one knows who the hell I am. I’d get a hundred votes from Federal Hill and fifty more from my family.”

  “You’re wrong, good buddy.” Sandy sat down again. He forgot about his back problems and leaned forward toward Doug. “In today’s world, the fact that you’ve never been in politics is a great big plus. The public hates those guys, especially the ones who want to hang on forever. One of your biggest selling points will be that you’re coming forward out of a sense of duty, just like the good old ‘Founding Fathers’ wanted. On top of that you pledge to serve no more than two terms in the governor’s chair under any circumstances.

  “The people will love it, just wait and see. You don’t have any name recognition today, but by the time you become a candidate next year, we’ll have a campaign ready to roll and the money to drive it. I’ve already discussed it with this super guy I want to bring in to put the entire thing together. I mean he’s someone who’s been through it all before, the whole pressure cooker, from beginning to end. He goes all the way back to Reagan’s campaign for governor of California. He helped put him in the White House twice and was co-director for Bush’s election in ’88. He’s the one they credit for getting Bill Weld elected governor in Massachusetts. And let me tell you, Weld never ran for anything before that and was the longest shot on the board going into the primaries. It can be done, Doug. It just takes a good candidate, a manager who knows what the fuck he’s doing, lots of money and a ton of work.”

  Fiore was still overwhelmed. “Who else do you expect to run for governor if Sacco doesn’t?” he asked.

  “There’s no ‘if’ with Sacco, Doug, or with Hardiman either. Trust me on that. Your competition in the primary will probably come from Richie Cardella. Two good Italian boys fighting it out. Then we don’t have to worry about the voters being prejudiced, right?”

  Tarantino laughed, and kept talking. “Cardella won’t be any pushover. He had four years as Attorney General after he gave up his seat in the House. Richie won a couple of big cases as AG that got plenty of coverage all over the State. Remember the serial killer who swore that Jesus kept telling him in his dreams to strangle those women? Richie put him away for life. Neighborhood crime will be a big issue in the election. To tell you the truth, if we thought he’d be against legalizing casino gambling, we’d have no problem with him.” Sandy paused. “But he’s not … and we do … in spades.”

  “How do you know his position?” Fiore asked.

  “Because we’ve checked carefully, carefully and quietly. He voted for the lottery when he served in the House. He also made a few speeches about gambling being a necessary source of income for the State, that it was better than trying to raise taxes every year. We also found out that his law firm was retained as a consultant by several Senators to draft a revised casino gambling bill they plan to introduce at some time. No doubt about it, he’s in deep on the other side.”

  Fiore no longer looked as if he was listening to a story he couldn’t understand. The shock of hearing himself referred to as the next governor had finally passed. He realized that he was already beginning to like the idea. He’d been up against Cardella in some cases over the years. They were corporate matters, not criminal, but he didn’t think the former Attorney General was any great shakes as a lawyer.

  “What Democrats do you see in the race?” he asked.

  “Only one,” Sandy said. “Bruce Singer’s got it all to himself. The Party has to go with him, even if he blew his race in the primary two years ago. Singer was lieutenant governor for two terms when Frank Lindgren was in the governor’s chair, and he made a lot of friends. Ed McGurty never expected to beat Singer in that primary. He was in it just to get a lot of publicity for his Mercedes dealership at the expense of his contributors. It probably shocked the shit out of him to win it.

  “And Singer learned that you can’t lay down on the campaign just because everyone tells you your opponent is an asshole. You don’t put in the time on the stump, you suffer the consequences. But Sacco murdered McGurty in the general election. That’s why the Democrats feel they don’t owe him anything next time around, and they know Singer’s a much better candidate. I doubt he’ll have anyone running against him in the primary. That means he won’t have any mud getting thrown at him until he’s up against you, if you knock off Cardella. That’s too bad, but there’s nothing we can do about it.”

  Tarantino was up again, moving around. He stopped to pour more wine into both cups and returned the bottle to the refrigerator. He retrieved his cup from the table and continued walking. “What do you think, old buddy?” he asked, standing near the panel that opened earlier to let him into the room. His tone of voice indicated that he wanted a quick “Yes” from his former roommate.

  “Christ, Sandy, I don’t know what to say. I’m not going to tell you it turns me off. In fact, it sounds real good. It’s flattering as hell and I’d probably love the job if I could get elected.” Fiore pictured himself sitting at the desk in the large corner office of the Statehouse. “One thing I know is that four years in the governor’s office wouldn’t hurt when I got back to the firm. I’m sure a lot of good business would follow me there. But first I’ve got to talk to my wife and a few of my partners. It’s a big decision and I need their input on it. How soon do you need an answer?”

  Sandy hesitated a few moments. “Before I respond to that, I want to tell you something else. There’s nothing that says you’d have to get out of politics if you did serve two terms in the Statehouse. That pledge I mentioned was limited to running for governor. And it sounds like you forgot that Rhode Island’s joining the rest of the country and making governor a four-year term instead of two. So it could work out to be eight years for you if you wanted it. The point I’m making is that four years from now Jim Hanover’s third term in the Senate will be up and he’ll be sixty-seven years old. He’s already had a couple of heart attacks. Chances of his wanting another six years or the people sending him back to Washington are getting more remote all the time. It’s just a thought, Doug, but maybe you wouldn’t be happy in that national spotlight anyway.” Sandy winked at his good friend as he finished the sentence.

  “As far as letting us know if you want to go for it, do you still remember that conversation we had nineteen years ago in Doctor Feeney’s office at Mount Hope Hospital?” Fiore remembered it well. It was the first phone call he ever received from Joe Gaudette who told him that Sandy wanted to see him. Doug was in his third full year as an associate at Walters, Cassidy & Breen. He and Grace were married for six months at the time. Gaudette explained that he scheduled Doug for a routine physical by an internist named John Feeney at Mount Hope Hospital, and that Tarantino would see him there. On the day of the appointment, while Fiore waited for the doctor in the examining room, half undressed and wondering whether he’d actually be seen by Feeney, Sandy came in. He took only a minute to ask Doug about his personal life before starting to explain how the Family, under Sal Tarantino, was moving out of most of the illegal activities Anthony Buscatelli had favored, including drugs and prostitution.

  “This is my contribution, with my father’s consent. We’re turning our attention to investments in legitimate local businesses that need a financial boost.” But the problem, he said, was that those companies were afraid of seeing their names dragged into the newspaper every time the Herald did a story on the Tarantino family and how it made its money.

  “It’s a public relations problem, Doug,” he recalled Sandy telling him. “The point we try to make with these outfits is that my father is taking the Family in an entirely different direction, away from the things it’s always been associated with. In time we’ll be pretty much like any other venture capital company looking for businesses that have a good product or service and need money. I do a good selling job with them one-on-one and there’s a list of companies that are definitely interested. But one of the things we’ve got to avoid like the plague during the transition is being embarrassed by the police in the media.”

  That’s when Fiore learned that Joe Gaudette was a captain in the State Police and was an old trusted friend of Sal Tarantino’s. “Gaudette’s desk job lets him find out when the police plan to bust into one of the Family’s private gambling clubs,” Sandy explained. “But he usually doesn’t get that information until just before they’re planning the raid. At that point he can’t risk making phone calls to the pols we’re friendly with on the Hill.” Then Sandy informed him that the Teamsters Union had just organized everyone in the State Police under the rank of lieutenant.

  “That gives us a new way to handle the situation,” Sandy said. “You’ll be receiving a call from Superintendent Halliday asking your firm to represent management in negotiating the labor agreement with the Union. Your firm will report to Gaudette. Once the negotiations get started, Joe will be able to speak to you any time he wants, probably after he’s checked in with the labor lawyer you’ll have handling the case. There’ll be some code words for any message he wants you to get through to us right away. You’ll be completely in the dark about what’s going on because you won’t know the code. But when the cops show up at our club that night, hopefully all they’ll find will be a crowd of people having a good time over dinner. No gambling, no laws broken, no story for the papers or TV. That’s what I need from you, Doug. Aside from Joe, you’re the only other person outside the Family that we can trust a hundred percent.”

  The quid pro quo, Sandy told him, would demonstrate the Family’s appreciation. “We’ll see you get all the legal work for the companies we invest in.” To show what that involved, he proceeded to preview two of the construction firms with which the Tarantinos were ready to close investment deals. He made sure Doug understood that the amount of legal work and billable hours that would come from representing them was huge.

  Fiore recalled that even at that early stage of his career he didn’t want to be just another lawyer at Walters, Cassidy & Breen. He looked forward to being able to move into a power position when his time came; to lead, not follow. He remembered the words his father drummed into him when he was in high school and Anthony Fiore was already concerned about his son being admitted to an Ivy League college: “Good grades will get you where you want to go,” he said, “and then, after college, wherever you are, you want to fight to become king of the hill, to get as much power as you can and to fight like hell to stay there.”

  Years later the talk was very much the same whenever he was home on break from Columbia. “Work your ass off,” his father told him. “These three years can make you or break you. Do whatever it takes to get to the top of your class so the big firms—the ones that pay big money—will want to hire you. Get close to the lawyers who have the power. Do favors for the right people and never—I mean never—talk out against the ones who run the firm. They can help you if some bastard there tries to walk all over you. At some point they’ll be looking for friendly faces to replace them when they step down. You want to be one of those people because power in the firm will come with it. Power is the magic word, Doug. And when you have it, don’t be afraid to use it. The lawyers in your firm can do what you say either because they love you or because they’re scared shitless of you. Either way, you’re on top and you do what you have to do to stay there.”

  Although Fiore had little respect for his father because of his temper, surly disposition and heavy-handed discipline, he understood that the words were coming from his heart and were intended to make Doug’s life easier and more rewarding. He knew that his father, a lathe operator at the same tool-making plant for over twenty-five years, made all the mistakes he was warning his son against: bad-mouthing a series of job stewards in his desire to be appointed to the position himself, and then, while serving on the negotiating committee for a new contract, trying to persuade other members of the committee to reject the deal that the union representative strongly recommended. From that point on, it was made clear to him that he would never serve on the negotiating committee again and would not be considered to fill a job steward opening. Anthony Fiore realized then that if he ever had a reason to file a grievance against his employer, especially if he was suspended or discharged for some alleged misconduct, he would not be able to count on strong support from his union. He knew that all that was left for him to do at the plant was run his lathe and shut his mouth.

  Doug wanted to be part of the inner circle that made the important decisions for the firm and eventually become “numero uno” among his peers. It was something he thought about often, although he wanted to achieve his goal through respect, not fear. In a quiet way, he tried to find out all he could about the other associates at the firm so as to determine which of them would make valuable allies for him in the years ahead.

  Fiore realized, as he listened to Sandy in Dr. Feeney’s examining room, that he was being presented with an opportunity on a silver platter to achieve his goal. It didn’t take a genius to see that the business he received from the Tarantinos would make him stand out from other associates and give him a power base. It would probably be the best chance he’d ever get. There didn’t seem to be much risk, as Sandy said, but he couldn’t kid himself about whether it was legal or ethical. If it was ever discovered that he helped the Tarantinos avoid a raid on an illegal activity or outsmart the police in some other way, his license to practice law would be suspended, at the very least. He might even be disbarred. This was a career decision—he had to face that fact—one that could make him or possibly destroy him.

  “It’s a good deal for you, Doug. Don’t pass it up.”

  He wouldn’t. He decided it was worth the risk. “I’m your man,” he told Sandy.

  * * *

  The knock at the door came just as Fiore recollected the commitment he made to Sandy Tarantino in Dr. Feeney’s office that day.

  “Who is it?” Sandy asked.

  “It’s Johnny.”

  “Let him in, Doug. The door’s locked.”

  Fiore opened the door and a man who looked to be about retirement age came in. He wore a black suit, the standard uniform for someone in the undertaking business.

  “Sir, Mr. Milano wanted you to know that the wake is over and everyone has gone.”

  “Thank you, Johnny. Tell Mr. Milano that my meeting should end in about ten minutes and that I’ll knock on the panel when I’m ready to leave.”

  “Yes, sir, good seeing you again.”

  “Thank you, Johnny. You take care of yourself.”

  Fiore locked the door after him and returned to the table. “Yes,” he said, “I remember that meeting in Feeney’s office like it was yesterday. Pretty much word for word.”

  “Good,” Tarantino said right away. “Then I’m sure you haven’t forgotten how I made you act on your gut instead of going home and thinking about it.”

  “I remember, but …”

  “And you’ve never regretted that decision, have you?”

  “No, I never have. You and your father have been awfully good to me. The companies you invested in and sent to my firm have been great clients. I’ve had higher billings than anyone else for the last seven or eight years.”

  “And where do you think you’d be today if you said ‘No’ to me that morning?”

  “Who knows? I think I would have made partner after eight years but there was always the chance they could have told me to find another home.”

  “Listen, Doug, if you weren’t the managing partner of a hundred-lawyer law firm that’s pretty close to being number one in the State, you wouldn’t be such an attractive candidate. But you are, and we need you, even more than we needed you back then. This decision could do at least as much for your career as that one. If you’re elected governor, that could pave the way for you to go to Washington later on as Rhode Island’s junior senator. And once you’re there, who knows what might happen after that?”

  The words hung in the air. Fiore allowed himself to imagine the possibilities as he looked at his former roommate. He got up and began moving slowly in Sandy’s direction. “I know you’re right,” he said, “but this is a hell of a lot more involved. I’ve got to discuss it with Grace and my daughter and …”

  Tarantino held up his hand to cut him off. “Not this one, Doug. There’s nothing for you to talk over with your wife or anyone else. It’s already a done deal.”

  “What are you talking about? You just raised it for the first time.”

  “I know, but you’re the guy we’ve got to have. There’s no one else waiting in the wings that we’ve got a chance to elect. You’re the only one we can count on for sure to veto a gambling bill if one makes it through the legislature.”

  Fiore didn’t like the way Sandy was trying to steamroller him into a decision. What did he mean by calling it a done deal? he thought. No one would be asked to take a step this big without being given some time to think about it.

  “But come on,” he said, “I’ve got commitments to my firm and to some special clients. I don’t know what would happen to all the bond work we do for the State if I’m a candidate. I’ve got to check those things out.”

  “You’re not hearing me, good buddy.” The tone of voice registered on Doug immediately. He’d heard his old roommate speak that way a number of times in the past when the next order of business would be a fist to someone’s face. He knew it was time to shut up and listen.

  Sandy waited until he could catch and hold Fiore’s eye. “My father and I are telling you what you have to do. We’ve been investing in you for twenty years. No one knew for sure there’d be a time when we’d have to cash in that investment, but that’s where we’re at right now. You’ll run for governor, Doug, or every fucking piece of business you’ve picked up through us will disappear overnight. You wouldn’t have much left, would you? No more number one rainmaker managing partner. You’d be back researching cases and writing briefs for everyone else. There are probably some lawyers in that firm who’d just love to see you in that position, or better yet, getting your walking papers. Maybe they’re jealous at how fast you made it to the top, with all the power you’ve got, and they’d enjoy watching you get knocked down.”

  Tarantino stopped. He could see that what he said took all the fight out of his old friend. There were stronger threats he could make, but now he knew they weren’t necessary. Fiore belonged to them already. He continued on, speaking in a less menacing way.

  “But we can’t force you to run. If you’re willing to give up everything, that’s your call. I’ll have Gaudette get back to you in a few days and ask whether you can keep the appointment with me. You let him know. ‘Yes’ will mean you’ve decided to throw your hat in the ring. You with me, Doug?”

  Fiore was still absorbing the meaning of what he was just told. He knew there was no sense prolonging the discussion. The shit had hit the fan and there was nothing he could do about it. Regardless of how he felt, he’d given Grace and Susan the good life through his deal with the Tarantinos and he couldn’t just take it away from them now. He remembered the old saw that if rape was inevitable, lie back and enjoy it. He nodded his head.

  “I understand,” he said.

  Tarantino moved closer. “You’ll see, it’ll work out best for everyone. When you get elected, you’ll be thanking me every day.” He smiled and offered his hand, as if the two of them had just concluded a mutually agreeable transaction. Doug took it and returned the handshake. Sandy wasn’t surprised at how limp the other hand felt.

  “Wait here for a couple of minutes after I leave the room,” Sandy said. “Then go back out the way you came in. The same cab, same driver, will be at the door. I assumed you’d want to go to your car in the Arcade Garage, right?”

  Doug shook his head affirmatively. “Yeah.”

  “Well, his orders are to let you out right where it’s parked, whatever floor you’re on, not outside the garage. Don’t try and tell him anything different because he won’t listen to you. We take good care of all our investments, Doug.” Sandy winked at him. “As usual, thanks for coming.”

  He started walking toward the hidden panel at the side of the room. Doug watched him, noticing for the first time how he leaned to his left as he moved forward.

  * * *

  It was almost midnight when Vincent Milano pulled into Sandy Tarantino’s driveway in Barrington and let him off. Sandy knew his father would be awake in bed, watching The Tonight Show, and called him before removing his overcoat.

  “So how’d it go?” Sal asked.

  “No problem,” Sandy said. “He had to swallow hard when I showed him the fork in the road, but he knows there’s only one way to go if he wants to stay with the good life. He’ll be our man.”

  “Good. Do you still think he’ll be up against Cardella in the primary?”

  “That’s my bet. We know who’s calling the shots in the Party. They’ve got to go with him.”

  There was silence on the other end of the line, but Sandy could hear the TV in the background. He waited a few moments before speaking. “Did you hear me, Pop?”

  “Yeah, I heard. Leno was just telling a joke and I wanted to catch the punch line. Okay, then what you’ve got to do is put one or two of the boys on Cardella. Have them follow him around. Find out where he goes after work at night. Maybe he’s got a favorite bar or restaurant he hangs out at. See who his friends are. Take a table next to him and listen to what he’s talking about. We want to know everything we can find out about him in case Fiore needs our help later on. You understand?”

  “I’ll take care of it tomorrow. What time you coming in?”

  “The usual.”

  “Okay, Pop. Good night.” Sandy hung up the phone, took off his coat and went to sit in the darkness of the living room. Doug Fiore was their candidate. Now he had to figure out how they could be sure he would win the primary.
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  GEORGE RYDER WASN’T SURPRISED to find that the hallway leading to his office was still dark. It was only 7:15 a.m.

  Minutes earlier, he got off the elevator at the main reception area of Walters, Cassidy & Breen on the thirty-first floor of the Spalding National Bank building, checked his mail slot for messages and slowly climbed the internal spiral staircase that connected the three floors occupied by the firm.

  Made of light oak, with the stairs covered in beige industrial carpeting, the staircase was de rigueur for any law firm moving into new quarters in the 1980s. WC&B had committed itself to renting the space about a year before construction came to an end in 1984. The older partners were split on whether it made sense to move from where they were situated for many years to expensive new offices in a building several blocks away. But the younger ones, led by Doug Fiore, helped carry the motion to relocate by voting almost unanimously to sign a lease for ten years with an option for ten more.

  Business improved dramatically, year to year, in the second half of the eighties. The partners’ soaring earnings allowed them to overlook the fact that overhead increased almost twenty percent after the move was completed. But things changed dramatically when the real estate boom suddenly became a bust at the beginning of the new decade. Although the bankruptcy lawyers were often working seven days a week to keep up with the demands on their time, the recession affected the billable hours and fees for almost every other department of the firm.

  A number of associates, part of the groups hired out of law school in 1988 and ’89, were let go. When the WC&B Executive Committee reacted to the prolonged slowdown by announcing that the partnership track was being extended from seven years to nine, several other associates resigned and looked for work elsewhere. In 1988, the firm brought eleven new lawyers on board, with much fanfare about challenging Harding & Reynolds as the State’s largest law firm. But by 1993, the number of law school graduates it recruited for openings was down to four.

  Ryder had stopped at the takeout shop in the lobby for a cup of coffee and a bran muffin. He knew that Anna, the Nicaraguan woman who prepared the pots of coffee in the kitchens on each of the firm’s three floors, wouldn’t be at work yet. He justified ordering the muffin, which his overweight body didn’t need, by telling himself that the fiber it contained was good for him. As he rode up on the elevator, Ryder saw that some of the coffee was leaking out into the bag.

  Entering the dark hallway on the thirty-second floor, he was forced to use his right elbow to push the two light switches into their “on” position before walking down the corridor to his office. Ryder was several inches over six feet and weighed in the neighborhood of 260 pounds. Every so often, at his wife’s urging, he went on a crash diet and took off anywhere from twenty to thirty pounds. But inevitably his will power deserted him and he started each day at work with the purchase of a muffin or Danish pastry.

  Ryder lurched slightly several times as he moved along the corridor. His baggy blue suit had gone too long without being cleaned and pressed. When he reached his office, he dropped his heavy briefcase onto the sofa that sat along a side wall and switched on the light. Several yellow pads were on his desk. He turned one of them over so he could put the wet paper bag down onto its cardboard backing.

  The office had a view that overlooked the federal courthouse at one end of Kennedy Plaza. When WC&B first occupied the new building, Ryder chose that location for himself with the seventh highest seniority in the firm. He stood at the window for several seconds while removing his jacket, then hung it up on the plastic hanger he kept behind the door. As he collapsed into the large executive chair at his desk, a sigh of exhaustion escaped from his lips before he was aware of it. He opened the bag and was upset to discover that some coffee had seeped into most of his muffin, turning it soggy. “Damn it!” he grumbled.

  George Ryder knew he was in trouble. In the last year and a half his labor practice lost five good clients. Only one of them, a sausage manufacturer, went out of business. It was another victim of society’s changing attitude toward eating meat.

  A larger client, Bell Coated Plastics, was a victim of Doug Fiore’s matter-of-fact approach to the recession. Ryder had done a significant amount of work in guiding the company through a long strike. As a result of the losses it took during the work stoppage, Bell’s payments to the firm were not in significant amounts. Confronted with the matter, Ryder assured Fiore that they would be paid in full and urged him to be patient. But Fiore was concerned about the number of clients whose payments for services rendered were already overdue. As a consequence, he lobbied for and got a green light from a majority of his Executive Committee to shut off legal services for clients who were 120 days behind in their accounts unless they paid a quarter of the outstanding balance the next time they needed professional advice. Fiore expected the new policy to help the firm’s cash position. Soon afterwards, Ryder was forced to give that message to Harry Bell when he called to discuss a new employee grievance. Bell thanked him for all the help he was given in the past and told Ryder to tell the firm’s managing partner to shove his new policy up his ass. So Bell Plastics was gone, but WC&B received a check each month reducing the balance owed. It was the same amount Harry Bell was paying regularly before he rebelled at Fiore’s directive and kissed them goodbye.

  The other three clients Ryder lost were sold to larger companies based outside of Providence, and their legal work went with them. The law firms benefiting from such corporate takeovers were most always located in the home city of the acquiring company. One of these former clients was a large printing and mailing firm that had several different unions representing various groups of employees. The contract negotiations for each group every two or three years, along with the inevitable grievances that had to be settled or arbitrated, had provided steady work for Ryder.

  When George Ryder first joined the firm thirty-two years earlier, it was known as Walters, Holt, Miller & Cassidy. It was his first job after graduating from Harvard Law School. He lacked the confidence and personality for bringing in new clients, but did excellent work within his area of expertise. He quickly earned the trust of those clients whose labor problems were normally handled by lawyers senior to him. As time passed, Ryder inherited a good deal of that work for himself, and when David Miller drowned during a vacation in Florida, he suddenly became the senior labor law specialist. A year later, he was elected to serve on the Executive Committee. It was the same year Doug Fiore became an associate at the firm.

  Ryder remained on the Executive Committee for four years, took a year’s leave of absence from the firm to have major surgery on his back, and then returned to the firm and his position on the Committee. It was just in time for him to be its only member to vote against shortening the partnership track for Fiore from seven years to six. The Committee’s willingness to allow the exception came in response to Fiore’s threat to take his burgeoning practice elsewhere.

  Ryder recalled how surprised he was when the older lawyers in the firm backed his candidacy for managing partner after Bob Gorman announced that he no longer wished to continue in that role. Gorman, a good friend, saw to it that his Executive Committee recommended Ryder as the candidate to replace him. It was George’s twentieth year with WC&B.

  His opponent in that election was Steve Breen, a skilled and dynamic litigator who brought his own large practice into the firm five years earlier and was rewarded by having his name included in the renamed partnership. Breen’s strength came from the partners who felt that the position should be in the hands of a rainmaker, someone with the ability to attract new business. They preferred a leader who could push the firm in certain directions through an implied threat of taking his important list of clients elsewhere if he wasn’t a happy camper.

  Ryder expected to lose the election, and was speechless when he learned from Gorman that he was the new managing partner. All of his peers stood and applauded when he entered the meeting room from the lounge where he and Breen were awaiting the results of the vote. But later that same night he learned from an Executive Committee member that almost half the partners voted for his opponent.

  Like Gorman before him, Ryder held the position for six years. But unlike his predecessor, he did not resign. Rather, he was voted out of office by his fellow partners—it was 19 to 16, he recalled—who were in favor of certain changes being advocated by his challenger, Doug Fiore.

  Ryder got up from his chair and moved uneasily to the window. He didn’t want to think back to that election or the infighting that went on between himself and Fiore at the time. He realized, 20/20, that he made a fatal mistake in not recognizing how fast Fiore’s star was rising. It would have helped him to inquire, much earlier than he did, whether his announced rival really had all the votes in his pocket that he bragged about. He opened the window to let in some fresh air and sipped the last few drops of coffee. It was already cold. He flipped the cup, basketball style, into the wastebasket next to the wall. Margaret Cardoo walked past his office and waved to him as she said “Good morning.” He waved back, silently. Someone else said “Hi, George” a few minutes later, while he was staring out the window, but was gone before Ryder could recognize the voice or return the greeting.

  Ryder closed his office door quietly and sat down at his desk. Opening the top drawer, he pulled out the yellow sheet of paper with the numbers he wrote down the day before. It revealed that his billable hours for the entire year, through December 10th, were 982. That was down from 1,351 the year before and 1,668 the year before that. The totals for fees billed out to clients credited to him were just as discouraging. At one time those numbers were counted on to fall somewhere between four and five hundred thousand dollars annually. But the figure reached just $267,000 the prior year and was only $203,000 this year, to date. He was being paid more money than he was bringing in.
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