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With love to my brother Joe, last but certainly not least


BACK IN THE DAY . . .



June 24, Nine Years, Eleven Months, and Three Weeks Ago

Cookie Calhoun would’ve laughed at being late for her own murder.

She always joked that she wanted her epitaph to read, “A dollar short, an hour late, but I had a friggin’ ball.”

She had to be at the Music Box restaurant near the Brill Building in Manhattan to set up for the lunch rush by 11:30 a.m. And it was already 10:35. And she still had to put on her makeup. And get her six-year-old son Brian’s bag packed for the babysitter.

She rushed from the kitchen after packing juice boxes and cereal bars and Hulk and Batman action figures into a bag and passed through the living room toward the one bathroom in the crowded, three-bedroom Bay Ridge tenement apartment.

“Where’s my gahdamned lucky tie,” asked Cookie’s second husband, Rodney Calhoun, who stormed out of the master bedroom. “Can’t go to the track without my gahdamned lucky Twin Towers tie.”

“How the hell could it be lucky?” Cookie asked. “You wore it the last four times to the track and came home with a wallet flatter than Twiggy.”

“Who’s Twiggy?” asked Brian, who was named after Brian Jones of the Rolling Stones. His big blue eyes were a constant nagging sore spot in Cookie’s marriage to a fifty-three-year-old black man who always questioned whether the child was even his.

“Twiggy was a famous model in the sixties,” said Cookie.

“She must be old as the hills now,” said Brian.

“Thanks,” Cookie said. “She’s only a few years older than me.”

Rodney glared at Janis and said, “Someone’s got it, I swear I’ll strangle her with my gahdamned tie.”

“Who you think you’re threatening?” Cookie asked.

Rodney said, “Your brats’ll be mooching here till they collect Sosh S’curity?”

“While you run from the bookies, my kids’re chasin’ a dream, Rodney.”

“They tryin’ to pass for black in the hip-hop world,” said Rodney. “News flash: I was down with the hip-hop world since Kool DJ Herc boogied up from Kingston and Grandmaster Flash scratched his first side. I was there when hip-hop was shittin’ yellow in the Bronx River projects, and I tell you these cracker kids wastin’ they motherjumpin’ time today in this battle with Iglew, who’s gon’ make them wish they was born slaves.”

“Thanks for your support there, sport,” said nineteen-year-old Janis, stepping out of the bathroom holding her mascara and applicator. Janis was named after Janis Joplin and was from Cookie’s first marriage to Ray “Nails” McNulty, whom Cookie’d never really stopped loving, even after she’d busted him cheating, and the divorce, and her remarriage to Rodney, who’d had his act together back in the day.

“No black rappers still be living with they mama when they nineteen,” said Rodney. “Or seventeen like that there.” He nodded at Cookie’s son Jimi Jim, named after Hendrix and Morrison, who paced the living-room floor rapping along with “Broke in Brooklyn,” the demo tape he and his sister had made and that had gotten them the audition at Lethal Injection Records. “How you gon’ keep it real in the music when you got it made in the shade like a house nigga at home?”

“Main reason I work this ass off is for my kids, all my kids, so I’ll decide who lives here. And if anyone goes out that door on their ass, it might just be you, Rodney, because as long as this ass is paying the rent, my kids live with me. Word up.”

All three kids broke up laughing.

“Who you think you’re talking to, bitch?” Rodney said, moving toward Cookie.

Cookie stood her ground. “I warned you, Rodney, never again—”

“Leave Mom alone!” shouted Brian.

“Shut your trap, boy,” Rodney said.

“Don’t talk to my little brother like that,” said Janis.

Rodney pushed Brian aside and bumped Cookie, raising his hand over his head. “Say one more word. Go ahead say something, bitch.”

“Touch my moms and I’ll crack your fuckin’ skull, old man,” said Jimi Jim, grabbing a plaster lamp off the end table.

Brian covered his ears and shouted, “Please stop! Please stop! Please stop!”

“You wouldn’t dare, would you, Rodney,” Cookie said. “Unless you want the whole world to know what I know about who and what you really are.”

Rodney glared at her. “Don’t be talking foolish—”

“I’ll say whatever the hell I want, when I want, and—”

Rodney said, “Do yourself a favor. Stay home today. Do some motherin’. Take the day off, Cookie. Take the gahdamned day off.”

“Since when do you give a damn?” she asked.

He opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. Rodney snatched two twenty-dollar bills out of Cookie’s handbag as he stormed out the door, sans tie.

“Take my advice: Stay home today. Mind the kid yourself!”

Rodney slammed the door behind him.

Two years before, Janis and Jimi had formed a rap act called Bigga Wiggaz, and this morning they were finalists pitted against a gangsta rapper name Iglew, real name Ignatius Lewis, from the Richmond projects in a rap battle to see who got to go on a worldwide tour to open for Baru, a Celtic hip-hop band that had a huge crossover white and black following and Lethal Injection’s first top-ten rap album on Billboard.

“Hurry up, Janis, yo,” screamed Jimi Jim, hiking his baggy Hilfiger jeans. He paced the living room, rapping, his body jerking, firing imaginary pistols at the floor, and bursting into a skillful break-dance. Brian rapped along with him, gyrating on the floor, trying to match his big brother’s terrier-quick moves.

Cookie watched her two sons from two different men dance and rap in harmony:

Bin broke in da Bronx / Down with my last token / in Queens / lost in Hoboken ’n’ lean ’n’ flat in Ma’ha’en / But you don’t know / how low / you can go / till you go Broke in Brooklyn / no jokin’ / not enuf for a smoke or a pig in a poke . . .

Janis danced out of the bathroom, gold hoop earrings swaying, using a sizzling curling iron as a microphone, and rapping along with her recorded voice on the demo tape. Cookie beamed, her forty-one-year-old body moving to the music.

While three blocks away / on eviction day / the landlord vents when we can’t pay the last three months’ rent / here in Bay Ridge / with no food in the fridge / ain’t that a switch / ain’t that a bitch . . .

Cookie sang into her hairbrush, boogying to her children’s music.

Makes you wanna pull the trigger / ’cause no matter how you figure / Maybe we ain’t black, yellow, or zebra, / but we f’sho po’ white wiggaz / in double-trouble / every day a struggle / Tryin’ to juggle / the books / ’n’ / broke in Brooklyn, yo . . .

And now the whole family joined in the final verse.

But when the landlord say /you got to go / we always know / we always got each other / brothers / sistahs and muthuh / Can’t take that away / come paydays or eviction day / or any day / and long’s we got one another / even living in the gutter / no bread ’n’ buttuh / We got more than most others / ’cause we might be broke but we’ll never be broken in Brooklyn, yo.

Mrs. Donatella, the old lady from downstairs, banged on the ceiling of the Bay Ridge tenement apartment, as she did every day and night.

“Sorry I can’t watch the kids for ya, Mama,” said Janis.

“You crazy, Jan, I’m a nervous wreck worryin’ about yuse,” Cookie said, bumping her daughter sideways at the sink and grabbing Janis’s mascara. “Just be you. And make sure Jimi Jim follows your lead, because you’re better with ad-libs.”

“Iglew, that nigga be good, Mama.”

“Don’t be using that word,” Cookie said, looking at Janis in the mirror. “Your little brother is half-black.”

“I didn’t say nigger. I said nigga. Difference. I’m a wigga. Iglew’s a nigga.”

“But you’re a betta rappa. I wish I could be there today, baby, but I’d be too damned nervous. And I’d give you guys the jimjams. Besides, I have to work. The phone gets turned off Tuesday if I don’t make a partial payment by tomorrow.”

“You’re the best, Mama,” Janis said, sharing Cookie’s lipstick. “When we win this thing, and we go on tour and we get us a record deal, I’m gonna buy you a house. In your name. Paid in full. So no crazy lady downstairs can bang on the ceiling.”

“She thinks she’s God,” Cookie said.

“And no more eviction notices, turn-off threats, or noise complaints.”

“Buy the house for yourself, baby. I’ll live in the basement. All I want is to see my kids happy. All I ever wanted.”

Janis kissed her cheek and said, “What did you mean when you told Rodney that you knew something he didn’t want the world to know? What’s that noise?”

Cookie looked at Janis, biting her lower lip, as if she wanted to confide in her.

“It’s better you don’t know, baby doll. Just remember, every man you ever meet will never really be who you think he is. That’s all you need to know.”

“I hear that.”

Cookie hurried into the living room. She wrapped her arms around Jimi Jim.

“Follow your sister’s lead,” she said, tapping Jimi Jim’s temple. “Listen to the music in your head. Remember who you are and where you come from and be that person and empty your heart and soul. This is a once-in-a-lifetime chance, JJ.”

“You made us chase the dream, Mom. So we’re gonna win it for you.”

“No, win it for you. Do that and I win, too.”

Brian said, “And when I get big, I’ll be in Bigga Wiggaz, right, Jimi Jim?”

“F’sho, squirt.”

Janis strutted out of the bathroom, in skintight yellow pants, her hair tied up in Rodney’s Twin Towers tie. Gorgeous.

Cookie gathered her kids for a silent Hail Mary, as they often did on days of major family matters. Then Cookie said, “Okay, go kick ass and take names.”

Cookie grabbed her handbag and her work apron and nodded for Brian to follow and scrambled out the door. She hurried down two flights into the street with Brian and double-timed up Fort Hamilton Parkway from the rent-controlled tenement, the Bigga Wiggaz music pounding out the open windows into the humid early-summer street.

“I’m gonna call the cops on you marble-cake bastards,” shouted Mrs. Donatella from the window. Cookie looked at the gray-haired woman and tapped her temple with her index finger, then upturned her middle finger and kept walking.

Cookie waited for a green walk sign at the corner and crossed busy four-lane, two-way Fort Hamilton Parkway toward the babysitter’s tenement on the opposite side of the street. Halfway across the street, she heard a half-dollar coin that Janis had given Brian tinkle to the gutter.

“Damn,” Brian said, turning to run after it.

“No,” Cookie shouted. “Run to the other curb. I’ll get it.”

Brian dashed to the far curb as Cookie chased the rolling fifty-cent piece back into the middle of Fort Hamilton Parkway.

Then Cookie caught something yellow out of the corner of her left eye.

Coming at her.

Fast!

A streaking yellow blur. Rocketing her way.

Cookie screamed, “Brian!”

She saw that her son was safe on the sidewalk. Then the yellow blur grew into a mustard monster, building larger and more ferocious by the nanosecond, bearing down on her, the chrome grill of the van like a row of giant steel teeth, the headlights two savage silver eyes. The engine roared louder as the yellow blur became the sun itself barreling at her, and she did not hear a horn or a skid or the squeal of a brake and only heard the desperate scream of her son Brian: “Mommmmeeeeeyyyy!”

The pain of impact was ferocious, and then all she saw was a swatch of jagged blue sky, a mighty pylon of the Verrazano Bridge rising to the whipped-cream clouds, a little crimson river of her own blood rushing away from her on the hot, tarry gutter, and Brian rushing toward her and the disappearing yellow blur that sped even faster in departure, and then all Cookie heard was the final soft kicked-puppy’s yelping of her son and the fading Bigga Wiggaz music and the muffled screams of neighbors and strangers, and then Cookie Calhoun did not see anything or hear anything else.


ONE



Monday, June 20, Nine Years, Eleven Months, and Three Weeks Later

Bobby Emmet stood on the deck of the Fifth Amendment moored in slip 99A at the Seventy-ninth Street Boat Basin in the Hudson River on Manhattan’s Upper West Side, painting the rusting anchor chain with a fresh coat of gray enamel. His younger brother Patrick, a lieutenant in the NYPD Intelligence Division, was painting the railings, dressed in paint pants and a PAL T-shirt. Both of then listened to Izzy Gleason give details of his latest adventure in his search for true love.

Plus, the rap music on Hot 97.1 FM played so loud from inside the forty-two-foot fiberglass Silverton that Bobby was certain the bass line was making the boat rock.

“So I’m at the courthouse this morning, waiting for Tu Bitz to be transferred in from Rikers for the trial, but there was an escape attempt by some wacko last night so the whole place is in lockdown,” Izzy said. “Everybody’s in the courtroom—press, Iglew and his posse, cops, the Feds—everybody waiting for the defendant. So I’m standing there in the courtroom killing time till the judge declares a scratch on the morning proceedings. Then the whole courtroom comes to a screeching silence when in walks this possible client for you, Bobby, which means she’s half mine, because she emailed me about hiring you. All the homeys recognized her off the bat. But who the hell knows what the real skinny is when a broad comes at ya over the Web, because personally I got worse luck with internet broads than Helen Keller had with fuckin’ eye charts.”

Izzy screwed the cap off a fresh Bud and Frisbeed the cap overboard into the river, the suds from the beer dotting his gray, $2,000 Brooks Brothers suit.

Patrick walked into the salon laughing, grabbed a suit hanging in a dry-cleaner wrapper, and looked downriver where he saw an NYPD harbor patrol chugging into view.

“Come on, I might be married eight years, but I’m not dead,” Patrick said. “What about this broad who contacted you online? Hurry. I need a few laughs and thrills before I go save what’s left of Western civilization.”

“Matter fact,” Izzy said, “my last broad, Francisca Diaz, contacts me through that website Maggie set up for me, and she shows up and says she has a few minor legal details she might need some help with down the road, but the real reason she wants to meet me is because she seen me on TV in the Chinaman case and thinks I’m cute.”

“You sure it wasn’t Helen Keller?” Patrick asked.

Bobby said, “Tell me about this client who wants to hire me. Who and what and—”

“First, I gotta tell ya about this Francisca broad, who I arranged to come to meet me,” Izzy said. “I’m a real swell guy like that with broads who say I’m cute. But I’m gettin’ slick in my old age. I tell her to meet me at the outdoor café up the block from here, at Northwest—”

“The one on Columbus and Seventy-ninth, across the street from the Museum of Natural History?” Bobby asked. “Love the food.”

“Great joint, but the best thing on the menu is the poonie parade that marches by the outdoor café every day,” Izzy said, grimacing down his first gulp of beer of the day. It was 10:46 a.m. “So, I call the owner, Matthew, a real sweetheart, and I tell him to make me a reso at the table closest to Seventy-ninth. I tell this Francisca to arrive at noon.”

Izzy slurped more beer and pulled a small pair of binoculars from his jacket pocket.

“This here way I can stand across the street with these binocs I got from a Peeping Tom I defended,” Izzy said. “And eye-tap this broad when the hostess leads her to the table. To make sure she ain’t a bison with an ass you can see from the front like the last website honey I met. That one emailed me a hot thong-bikini shot, but when she showed up in my room at the Chelsea Hotel, I needed a fuckin’ piano mover with a dolly to get her back out the door. But when this Francisca Diaz shows up at Northwest, she’s a sizzlin’ hot Rican, ass like a Greek statue. We ordered drinks, she went to the ladies’ room, came back, handed me her panties under the table, told me I was the kind of man a woman would want to marry on first sight. She asked me to take her to my place. This only happens in porno movies. But once we get back to the Chelsea, all she wants to do is dunk for apples. Capice?”

A rap song ended and a broadcaster gave a news update, focusing on a big hip-hop promoter and owner of Lethal Injection Records named Ignatius “Iglew” Lewis who was lobbying the governor to repeal the infamous Rockefeller drug laws under which some people were doing twenty-five years of hard time for possession of as little as an ounce of cocaine. This was a hot-button issue in the gubernatorial race between the incumbent governor, Luke Patterson, and his Republican opponent, Agnes Hardy, a billionairess widow.

An interview with Iglew blared from the radio. “These laws are draconian and from another century,” said Iglew, who many law enforcement people believed had made his seed money from drugs and was now the CEO of Lethal Injection Records. “Seventy-five percent of the inmates doing time in New York penitentiaries under these laws are black brothers and sistahs . . .”

Bobby half listened. He didn’t like this guy Iglew, but he agreed with a lot of what he had to say about the Rockefeller laws. They were outdated and cruel and unusually harsh, oftentimes making low-level users and dealers pay for a lifetime for the sins of their reckless youth. When he’d worked as a detective for the Manhattan District Attorney’s Office, Bobby was often conflicted about busting young black kids who would be sent to jail until their lives were half over under those mandatory sentences.

The sound bite ended, the announcer gave some ball scores, and a new rap song exploded from the speakers.

“Are you fucking listening to me about this broad?” Izzy asked.

“I know the music is louder than an air raid, but talk lower,” Bobby said. “My daughter’s downstairs and one of your stories could land her in therapy. And, I’m not interested in your sex life, Izzy. In fact, I can’t think of anything I’m less interested in. So keep your voice down and tell me about the new client.”

“No, c’mon, tell me about this Francisca babe,” Patrick said.

“So, anyways, every time over the next three days I tried to get in Francisca’s pants, she either had her period or some kinda women’s problem and—”

“Stop! Way too much information, Izzy,” Bobby shouted.

“Skip to the good parts,” Patrick said as the police boat chugged close to the Fifth Amendment.

“No, tell me about the goddamned client,” Bobby said.

“I mean, Francisca was gorgeous, but she never let me get to second base,” Izzy said to Patrick. “I finally found out why when she got pulled over doing ninety by a state trooper on the Taconic.”

“Caught in the act?” Patrick asked, a smile splitting his Irish boyish face.

“Best I ever had,” Izzy said, emptying three Sweet’n Lows into his beer bottle.

“The hell you doing?” Bobby asked, watching the foam rush up.

Izzy put his mouth over the bottle and the foam puffed his cheeks until his lips exploded. He choked, did a little puppet’s dance, the beer sloshing all over the deck and his expensive suit. Bobby jumped back three feet as Izzy gulped the beer.

“You ruined the suit, asshole,” Bobby said.

Patrick laughed. “He does a regular floor show.”

“Fuck it, it’ll keep the chinks who run all the French dry cleaners busy in the economic recovery,” Izzy said. “It’s the patriotic thing to do, spreadin’ the hip-hop cash around. Speaking of French dry cleaners, you ever see anyone but a Yid or a Chinaman run a New York French dry cleaner in your whole life? Never once, not one fuckin’ time, did I ever find an off-the-boat frog runnin’ French dry cleaners.”

Bobby looked at him, blinked, and said, “Okay, I know why you don’t work for the ACLU. But all this has what to do with my potential client?”

“Francisca, first,” Patrick said. “Tell me about Francisca!”

“And what’s with the three Sweet’n Lows you just used to poison a perfectly good bottle of Bud?” Bobby asked.

“Oh, that, well, my doctor told me to slow down on the sweets.”

The rap music blared louder from below. Bobby shouted inside, “Maggie, for God’s sake, can you turn that knucklehead music down?”

“Yo, that’s Slim Shady, old man,” Maggie yelled back, appearing at the door, wearing shorts, sneakers, and rubber gloves, holding a sponge and a bucket, her hair in a babushka, smiling at Bobby with a perfect row of front teeth since the teenage braces had been removed. She would be sixteen in two months and she was already a young woman and starting to look the way her mother had when Bobby and half the world had fallen in love with Connie Matthews. God, already divorced eight years . . .

Eminem was rapping about owning the music, and how it was time to seize the moment, because it was a chance of a lifetime. Bobby didn’t want to admit that the lyrics were actually pretty damned good. Christ, Bobby thought, writers like National Book Award winner Stephen King sang his praises. Nobel Prize–winning Irish poet Seamus Heaney said there was no gainsaying Eminem’s raw energy.

But the steady thump of the bass was pounding Bobby Emmet’s late-thirties head like a Roy Jones Jr. ass-kicking.

“It sounds like jail when they suspend visits,” Bobby said, referring to the eighteen months he’d spent in the penitentiary several years ago, before this pain-in-the-ass lawyer named Izzy Gleason came along, sprung him, and as repayment placed Bobby into a kind of indentured servitude. Izzy had been suspended from the bar for three years for a host of reasons, most having to do with his outrageous behavior in the courtroom. On his comeback trail, Izzy who was 39-0 in murder trials, had visited Bobby in jail and told the penniless ex-cop who was doing life for a murder he didn’t commit that he could win him a new trial. That would give Izzy a ton of badly needed publicity and Bobby a chance to investigate his own case and exonerate himself of the charge of killing his girlfriend.

In exchange, Bobby had agreed to do the investigative work on any of Izzy Gleason’s cases for three years. Along the way, the time frame became extended because of new legal favors for old friends. None of it was legally ironclad, of course, but Bobby Emmet prided himself as a man of his word.

These days, Izzy had been defending clients from the hip-hop world, especially since a column that Bobby’s old pal Max Roth from the New York Daily News had written about him was reprinted without permission as a cover story on a hip-hop monthly called Felony Magazine. Roth had no doubt that Izzy had been behind that little scam.

Bobby had sleuthed a couple of those cases for Izzy, helping to get some big-name guys from Queensbridge and the Marcy projects off attempted-murder charges and various garden-variety gun, assault, and drug raps. Bobby detested helping some of them, but ever since he’d been falsely arrested for murder, he always gave everyone the presumption of innocence. Turned out that three of the seven cases he’d worked in the hip-hop world had had something dirty about the arrests.

Bobby’d had minor run-ins with a special NYPD/FBI task force that had been set up to monitor crime in the hip-hop world. The FBI guy was a ruthless white man named Tom Noonan, whom some of the rappers had even written verses about. He’d worked on all the big cases, Tupac, Biggie, Jam Master J, and aided in the arrests or investigations of Supreme McGriff, Puffy Combs, Lil’ Kim, 50 Cent, Eminem. Noonan’s FBI underling on the task force was a short, natty agent named Lou Scarano, and their NYPD liaison was Detective Sergeant Samantha Savage, whom Bobby had never met. But he’d got a few terse phone calls from her on some of the Izzy Gleason cases, warning him that he was being closely monitored and that his private-detective license could be in jeopardy if he compromised any of the task force’s delicate investigations.

Bobby hung up and went about his business, motivated now while investigating the cases for Izzy in the Howard, Marcy, Red Hook, and Richmond projects. He stepped on as many toes as he could find in the hip-hop scene, ganstas, promoters, singers, agents, club owners, bodyguards, bimbos, posse members, record-label moguls, and cops.

Bobby hated rap and the hip-hop world, hated the glorification of violence and materialism, and subliterates who misspelled their own names in jailhouse tattoos walking around calling themselves “writers.” He also hated that his daughter loved the music and the fashion and the purposefully subliterate lingo and misogynist videos and the mindless hard-R movies. Hated the moguls who managed by fear and lived by the gun. Hated the whole scene. But a deal was a deal, and so he worked for Izzy to repay him for his freedom, and in the end he helped protect a few hardly innocent but not-guilty rappers from doing time. That gave him some inner peace. And almost made his pact with Izzy bearable. He also knew he was giving this snobby, nasty bitch named Samantha Savage fits, messing up her cases. That gave him some payback satisfaction.

Max Roth from the Daily News wrote about a few of the cases, because they were good stories, and because he wanted to help get Bobby some other gigs so that he could eventually get away from the reprehensible Izzy Gleason.

In general, Bobby and Izzy had nothing in common except for a mutual need for oxygen and water to sustain life, but somewhere deep inside, Bobby liked Izzy. Izzy was a self-destructive guy who pined for his kids, who still resented him for screwing up his family and his life, getting suspended from the bar for a long time, and who really was searching for love as he spent half his life trying to con women into bed only to have the tables turned on him.

Izzy said, “So, where was I?”

“Three Sweet’n Lows into a Bud,” Bobby said. “On your long voyage around the horn to tell me about our potential paying client. Which I could use.”

“Francisca!” Patrick said as the police boat cut its engine.

“Oh, yeah,” Izzy said. “So, anyways, here I am on the Taconic, Francisca’s driving the Lexus, which is an automatic, and playing with my gearshift as she floors the car on that highway that has more twists and turns than two snakes fucking, and the trooper pulls us over. I’m trying to get my zipper up when the cop walks up, wearing the big Smokey the Asshole hat, askin’ for the license and reg-o. Francisca gives them to him. He looks at it, gapes at Francisca, then glares in at me like I’m some kind of flesh-eating Nicaraguan fungus. He goose-steps back to the trooper car, runs the license. Ten minutes later he walks back, hand on his gun, and says to Francisca, ‘Would you please step out of the car for a sobriety test Mister Diaz.’ Right away, when he calls her mister, my balls retract so far I’m gaggin’ on three fuckin’ Adam’s apples.”

“She was a guy?” Patrick said, war-whooping.

“When Francisca gets outta the car, the trooper handcuffs her,” Izzy said. “Turns out, Francisca’s real name is Francisco, and this little fagarican has warrants out for bigamy and nonsupport on four kids from three wives as Francisco. He also married three rich old guys, as Francisca. And the Lexus is stolen from one of the husbands. He’s a bilingual, bisexual, bigamist car thief with four screamers. And then Francisco has the balls, and I do mean balls, to ask me to defend him! ‘For old times’ sake!’ Old times! I know this switch-hittin’ bone smuggler three dirty days and he’s asking me to do a pro boner. Meanwhile, I just had the best knobjob I ever had from a broad named Francisco, not knowing if I’m a home wrecker or a ho-mo.”

Patrick laughed as a cop tossed him a rope, and he pulled the police boat alongside. “What I love about Izzy stories is how glad I am to be married and living a boring family life,” Patrick said.

“And your point is what, Izzy?” Bobby said.

Izzy pulled three carob bars from his inside jacket pocket, tore off the wrappers and tossed them into the river, and stuffed one bar into his mouth.

“Hey, slobbo, it took twenty years to clean the Hudson,” Bobby said.

“And the boat’s in my name, so if I wanna litter from my boat, it’s my ticket,” Izzy said. “Besides, maybe it’ll wash up in Jersey where my license is still suspended.”

The boat was the only thing the judge had let Izzy keep in his divorce settlement. Bobby paid the city’s Department of Parks just $438 a month to moor it in the boat basin, and with rents on two-bedroom apartments in Manhattan starting at $3,500 a month, and the PI business suffering like most others since 9/11, he was in no position to bicker with Izzy. Bobby also had access to Izzy’s office in the basement of the Empire State Building and the six-year-old Jeep Cherokee that he had parked up in the garage. It wasn’t really a bad deal, especially since Izzy gave him 10 percent of his fees. Besides, Bobby had grown kind of fond of living on the Fifth Amendment. Maggie loved it when she visited him every other weekend, especially in the summer months.

“I’m atta here,” Patrick said, shaking Bobby’s hand and boarding the police launch. “Let me know if you need help on any of your new cases, Bobby.”

Bobby turned to Izzy and said, “So, what about this client?”

“What client?”

“The one you’ve been threatening to tell me about,” Bobby said.

Maggie climbed up on deck, waved good-bye to her uncle Patrick.

“Oh, right, broad’s name is McNulty,” Izzy said. “When she walked into the courtroom, every rapper in the place knew who she was.”

“McNulty?” Bobby said with a twinge in his chest and a rumble in his gut. He remembered one of the most indelible interludes of his life with an older woman named Cookie McNulty right after he’d first separated from Maggie’s mother, Connie, about ten years ago. Just a onetime fling with a woman who, like him, was in the middle of a painful separation from a spouse, searching for companionship on a rainy school day after they’d both dropped their kids, who had puppy-love crushes on each other, at school. Bobby had offered to share his umbrella with Cookie, which led him to walk her home, where she invited him up for coffee. They laughed about their kids being sweet on each other while they were both suffering from marital wars. Two coffees led to a pair of beers, one laugh found another, a pat on his hand led to a kiss on her lips and then another, until they landed in bed where they did everything they could think of all day long as rain nibbled the windows and Bob Dylan played on the stereo, until it was time to go back and pick up their kids.

They didn’t make a second date.

Bobby’d got back together with Connie after a few months. Then it ended in divorce a year after that. He’d heard Cookie had got back together with her second husband, even though she’d suspected he was cheating with groupies in the hip-hop music world. She wanted a father in her son’s life. It was the penance a middle-aged woman paid for the sin of choosing the wrong guy.

Izzy said, “Yeah, McNulty. She contacted me because she read about me in the News and then in Felony magazine. But it was your name she was most interested in.”

Dread filled him. But he tried to mask it. “My name? She know me?”

“I knew some McNultys when I was a kid going to school in Bay Ridge,” Maggie said.

“You did?” Bobby was playing dumb.

“You remember, the gorgeous kid I had the crush on was named Brian Calhoun. His sister and brother’s name was McNulty from the first marriage.”

“Brian Calhoun? The one Mom freaked out about?”

“Yeah, because he was half black. Brian Calhoun, mmmmm . . .”

Izzy said, “Growing up, my hero was Algonquin J. Calhoun, the attorney on Amos ’n’ Andy, no relation to Haystacks Calhoun, who once wrestled four midgets at once.”

“I vaguely remember, Mag,” Bobby said, knowing exactly whom she was talking about. Guilt rose in him like rusty steam.

“C’mon, daddio, you getting AARP moments already?” Maggie said. “The mother was remarried. Her first husband was named McNulty, nicknamed Nails. She had two kids with him. Janis and Jimi Jim were white rappers. Then she remarried, this time to a black guy named Calhoun, who was in the rap business. You’ve hated rap music that long, old white man. She had a kid with him, Brian.”

He couldn’t fake it anymore. “The hit-and-run? That McNulty? The one where the mother was killed in front of her son on Fort Hamilton Parkway and Ninety-second Street?”

“That’s the one,” said Izzy, waving to a woman and a teenage boy waiting on the rotunda overlooking the boat basin. “Ten years ago next week. And she wants to talk to you about that case that’s as cold as an Eskimo’s balls by now but—”

“Izzy, don’t talk like that in front of my daughter.”

“Chill, Pop, I’ll survive,” Maggie said, swiping the binoculars from Izzy and spying the woman and the teenage boy walking down the steps. They passed through the gate held open by Doug, the dockmaster who managed the marina for the City Department of Parks, and walked down the floating walkway toward slip 99A.

“Oh, my frigging God!” Maggie shouted. “Izzy, you creep, you didn’t tell me Brian Gorgeous Calhoun was coming here! I look like the Wicked Witch of the West! And you have my first heartthrob hottie from back in the day coming on board!”

Maggie raced down into the cabin to fix herself up as Bobby eyed Janis McNulty walking toward the Fifth Amendment in cutoff, low-rise jeans, flip-flops, and a belly shirt revealing a rippling egg carton of tanned muscles flexing around a diamond-pierced navel that ignited in the morning sun.

Brian Calhoun, her younger stepbrother, strode a step behind, with an awkward hitch in his step. His short, nappy hair, chiseled features, and blue eyes in the handsome mocha face making him look like a teenage Derek Jeter.

Bobby was blinded by another reflection, this one twinkling from the rotunda. Like a mirror stunning his eyes. He shielded his eyes and peered up at a black SUV, a Navigator, brand-new and gleaming, windows as dark as the soul of a hit man. The driver’s window was opened about four inches. A long lens jabbed out and the sun reflected off it like the SOS light of a ship at sea. Bobby couldn’t tell what the driver looked like. And the car was parked broadside, so he couldn’t see a plate number.

By reflex he took out his Sanyo 8100 cell phone/digital camera that had taken Maggie a full day to teach Bobby to use. He flipped it open, pretended to dial a number, but instead pressed the camera icon on the tiny keyboard, selected “Camera” on the menu stack, and clicked the camera icon again. A recorded voice said, “Say cheeeese!” An image of the Navigator freeze-framed on Bobby’s little screen. He then selected “share” on the menu and sent the photo directly to his daughter Maggie’s phone, where she could download the digital image later on her computer and clarify it with the same digital enhancement software NASA used on images from space. Maggie had bought the software for him for Christmas from his buddy Leonard, who ran the Snoop Shop surveillance-gadgetry store on Twenty-third Street.

The little camera was a great piece of technology, but it didn’t have a zoom function.

“Izzy, where’re those binoculars?”

“Maggie swiped ’em. I know I wanna closer look at the wrinkles around her zipper myself.”

Bobby’s eyes shifted to Janis, who paused on the floating walkway and turned to her kid brother Brian. Izzy walked up to Bobby and whispered in his ear, “That ass makes J. Lo’s look like mine, don’t it? Think: Goldie Hawn, at twenty-nine, bent over an ottoman, searching for a contact lens in a silver shag rug. Bobby, I don’t care what she can afford, you gotta take this case just on her heroic heinie alone.”

“Izzy, if you don’t shut up, we’re talking about you going overboard with your front teeth rattling out of your ass.”

Bobby also remembered Janis McNulty now. Most times Cookie took little Brian to and from school. But sometimes, when Cookie couldn’t make it, Janis picked up her kid brother from PS 231 in Bay Ridge in those days when Bobby was still married to Connie Matthews and living in a brownstone. Bobby had insisted that Maggie go to a public school so she would get a real education, in a multicultural setting that reflected the real New York. It was one of the first chasms in the marriage. Connie wanted to limo her to Dalton in Manhattan every day.

Bobby recalled that the hit-and-run made headline news for one day, moved back to page sixteen for the funeral, then disappeared into the yellowed clip file like the vague “yellow van” after a week. He was still a Manhattan DA detective then. The killing was in Brooklyn so he never worked the case. But it bothered Bobby because he’d spent that one glorious rainy school day with Cookie Calhoun, when they both just needed someone to hold on to, to tell each other that they were still desirable and full of life and hope. One encounter, but the sweet memory lasted a lifetime. He’d never told anyone about it. She’d told him her lips would always be sealed, too. And when Cookie died, Bobby felt as if he’d swallowed a slow-acting poison, because it made him sick for days, weeks, and months afterward. But after a few years, he chose to forget the death and remember the rainy day of guiltless indulgence with a beautiful older woman who exploded with life, rather than the day Cookie Calhoun met such a senseless end.

Cookie was a hit-and-run vic, nothing more sinister than that. Probably just a reckless drunk who’d crossed her path at the wrong bleary time. One of those motiveless killings that was essentially unsolvable unless some new piece of information arose from the anonymous murk.

Bobby remembered Maggie crying her eyes out at the time because the victim was the mother of the boy she had her first crush on at school. Bobby chose not to go to the wake, but stood in the back of St. Patrick’s Church at the requiem Mass.

Bobby also recalled the mother from a couple of PTA meetings, a beautiful, sassy, funny, smart, age-defying hippie chick who was in every aspect of her kids’ lives. She always bragged about her two oldest kids, who rapped in the tradition of House of Pain and Baru, a brother/sister act who dazzled the Bay Ridge club scene and looked as if they might catch a break in the big time before the accident smashed the family.

He especially remembered the daughter, because she was the image of her mother, but twenty years younger and even prettier. Gorgeous.

Bobby was married then, but he remembered doing a few double takes when Janis McNulty showed up in her tight jeans.

And now here she was, almost ten years older, not an ounce heavier, and if anything, even prettier on the verge of thirty, all-girl and all-woman at the same time in those low-rise shorts and small, oval shades, her long blond hair billowing in the river wind. She looked so much like her mother that an eerie involuntary shiver ran through him. He rubbed the graveled skin of his muscular arms. Janis walked up the plank to the Fifth Amendment with a small brown paper bag clenched in her left hand. The glint from the rotunda continued, but he could not take his eyes off Janis. He looked for a wedding ring on her left ring finger, but it was the only one of her fingers that was bare, like an open invitation.

Brian followed a few steps behind, his hands jammed into his back pockets.

“C’mon B, bend a knee,” she said, head-locking him with her toned right arm.

Izzy leaned to Bobby’s ear and said, “In Macy’s window, in front of my dying mother.”

Bobby elbowed him in the ribs. Izzy howled.

Janis paid no attention, walked up to Bobby, removed her shades, and looked him in the eyes. She smelled like scented soap and girlie creams and herbal shampoo, and heat radiated off her like an engine. But she didn’t sweat. She hung her shades on the rim of her low-cut blouse, dangling them in the cleavage of her braless breasts.

“Hi, I’m Bobby Emmet,” he said, extending his hand.

Janis placed the paper bag in Bobby’s hand and gripped her other hand over it, still staring into Bobby’s eyes. Her hands were small and soft and strong as C-clamps.

“I remember you, Bobby. Remember you well. I’m Janis McNulty.”

“I remember you, too,” Bobby said.

Brian stood back near the entrance to the boat, gazing out at the river in a shy and detached way, as gulls pedaled the wind downtown like late commuters. Janis kept her hands on Bobby’s hands with the paper bag in between. Then she leaned in and spoke closer to his ear, close enough for him to feel her hot breath on his skin and to smell her subtle perfume. He was certain it was the same perfume her mother had worn when she’d worn nothing else that rainy afternoon. . . .

“That’s twenty-five thousand dollars,” Janis said. “Cash. I want to hire you to find out who killed my mother almost ten years ago. And I need you to do it fast.”


TWO



When Maggie stepped out onto the deck of the Fifth Amendment, she’d put on fresh makeup, lipstick, and hoop earrings, her long blond hair now hung down to her shoulders, and she’d changed into a Brooklyn Cyclones T-shirt that was two sizes too small and knotted at the sternum to reveal her tanned, flat belly. She looked Brian Calhoun in his pale blue eyes and said, “Yo, Bri . . .”

“ ’Sup, Mag?”

“Long time.”

“Yeah.”

“Lookin’ good.”

“Ditto.”

She nodded toward the door to the cabin. Brian shrugged, nodded shyly, and with his hands still in his back pockets followed Maggie inside the Fifth Amendment, where Jay Z rapped trash, boasting that he’d slept with rival rapper Ja Rule’s child’s mother.

“Real sweet modern love song,” Bobby said, watching his daughter disappear inside with the grim-faced kid he hadn’t seen in a decade.

“Jay Z’s slammin’, but we’re gonna bury him, too,” Janis said, doing a little wiggle of the hips and shoulders.

“Hey, will you do that on my back,” Izzy asked. “In stiletto heels?”

Janis pointed at him, looked at Bobby in mock shock, and broke up laughing.

“He talk like that in court?”

“Worse,” Bobby said, pulling up a deck chair for Janis as Izzy yanked a pair of cold, wet Buds out of the cooler. Janis grabbed one and Izzy popped the other. He took out his Sweet’n Lows and Bobby waved a finger, telling him no. Izzy shrugged, grabbed a paper cup, and mixed the beer with diet Coke and took a deep gulp.

“First of all,” Bobby said. “I can’t take twenty-five thousand up front—”

“Don’t mind him, he’s just an asshole,” Izzy said, grabbing the paper bag. “What he means is, I’ll take it and give him his cut.”

Bobby glared at Izzy and pointed to the bag and then Janis. No words.

“Half now?” Izzy said. “Half on results?”

Bobby shook his head. Izzy tossed Janis the bag.

“Like I said, an asshole,” Izzy said.

“You don’t want the gig?” she said. “The yellow pages are filled with PIs.”

“Yeah, and they all stand for ‘pathetic imbeciles,’ ” Izzy said. “Bobby’s the best.”

“That’s why I’m here,” Janis said. “I know some of those people you both helped walk out of court. I want you to help me. And it has to be fast. In five days.”

“No problem,” Izzy said. “Half down, if we don’t get results by then, I’ll show you how you can write most of it off on your taxes by saying you rented this boat.”

Janis laughed as she watched Izzy open a bag of sugarless peanut butter cookies and eat one after the other and wash them down with his Bud/diet Coke, his body jerking left and right, always in motion, as if he’d swallowed a roller coaster.

“I’d like to use you in a video,” she said. “Love to see you rappin’ . . .”

“Why do you need results so fast?” Bobby asked. “You can’t expect to solve a ten-year-old cold case in less than a week.”

“Well, main reason is because the anniversary of my mother’s death comes up in less than a week, on the twenty-fourth.”

“It would be nice to solve it by then, but . . .”

She reached into her shoulder handbag and pulled out a bunch of diaries, chose the one she was looking for, then turned to a specific page.

“My brother Brian hasn’t been the same since that day,” she said. “I raised him after that. His old man fell apart after Mom died. He’s an Alzheimer’s basket case now. He was a loser anyway, would’ve only screwed the kid’s head up more than it was already. We never could afford to leave that rent-controlled apartment in Bay Ridge, and he was in school out there. So that’s where I raised him. He’s been in and out of therapy ever since. School counselors, shrinks, Ritalin, Prozac, orphans groups, the whole bit. He’s had more doctors than friends. He’s a terrific kid. Never in trouble. But since that day of the hit-and-run, he’s suffered from ferocious survivor’s guilt, compounded by what they say is acute obsessive-compulsive disorder. He still has the JFK half-dollar I gave him that day. But he believes that if my mom hadn’t chased after it after he dropped it, she would never have gotten hit by the yellow van. It’s crazy, I know. But people bent on suicide are generally a little crazed.”

“Sad story,” Bobby said. “Heartbreaking. But what does it have to do with solving the case before the tenth anniversary of your mother’s hit-and-run?”

Janis held up the diary, glanced at the cabin door, leaned in closer to Bobby, and said, “The shrink told me I should monitor his diary. To see what he’s thinking privately. He has multiple passages in the last month saying that if it’s still unsolved by then, he’s gonna off himself on the tenth anniversary of Mama’s death.” She opened the diary, turned to a specific page, and read a passage aloud. “ ‘If we cannot bring you justice by your tenth anniversary, I’ll admit that whoever did this has won. If I can’t beat them, I’ll join you. You are where you are because of me anyway.’?”

Izzy said, “Jesus, lady, maybe you better just give us a twenty-five percent down payment and lay the rest on a gang of shrinks and a padded room.”

“Shut the hell up, Izzy,” Bobby said.

“No, it’s cool,” Janis said. “He’s half-right. I do need to keep him under watch. But I refuse to put him back in a nuthouse. Tried that once; he came home beat-up and worse. Never again. But these days all he does is read heavy stuff like The Lovely Bones or the Virgin Suicides. He even read Camus’s Myth of Sisyphus. Spends hours downloading tons of stuff from the internet on teen suicides. Goes on and on about Dr. Kevorkian until I wanna kill myself! Look, I can chain him to a radiator, put him in a padded cell, and keep him with me every minute of every day. But it only takes one minute, one razor on the wrists in a warm bath, one leap out the window, or a handful of goofballs and I could lose him. I can’t let that happen. The only way to save my little brother from himself is letting him know he isn’t responsible for my mother’s death.”

Janis explained that she and her brother Jimi Jim hadn’t been able to go to the rap battle that June morning ten years ago. And that changed everything. The other rapper, Iglew, got the gig opening for Baru, and by the end of the world tour Defz Do’ was a huge hit in its own right, with a three-record contract for Lethal Injection, and a sold-out concert tour of its own after the first album went platinum. Today, Iglew was a solo act and had his own label, a three-hundred-million-dollar-a-year hip-hop clothing line, movie deals, and a string of clubs in all the big East Coast cities.

Meanwhile, Janis and Jimi Jim went into debt paying to bury their mother, watched the stepfather have a nervous breakdown, suffer a stroke, and then be hospitalized for early-onset Alzheimer’s and placed in a nursing home. Brian received about $800 a month from Social Security until he reached eighteen.

Bigga Wiggaz became defunct. To survive, Janis opened a hip-hop memorabilia shop and Jimi Jim designed album covers. They struggled to keep their noses above water. But they remained together, as a family.

Janis became a surrogate mom for Brian; and they fought to keep him out of the foster system. Then they had to raise him through the difficult years of trauma, puberty, high school.

Then last year, Brian started writing some songs, and that inspired his older brother, Jimi Jim, and together they encouraged Janis to start writing some rhymes, too. Soon they had a combination of six old songs and ten new ones, and they scraped together the dough to cut a new demo. They brought it to a new low-budget label called Brooklyn Born, where they got the $25,000 advance.

“Jimi Jim was against spending money on a PI,” Janis said. “That’s why he’s not here today. He thinks I’m chasing ghosts. I told him, no, I’m trying to prevent another family funeral. And I really, really wanna catch the son of a bitch who took away my mama and make him pay for what he did.”

Bobby looked at her, in all her long, sexy elegance, sitting on the deck chair of his boat, sipping a Budweiser. The diamond on her muscle-ripped belly seemed to wink at him. She was so hot that Bobby half expected steam to rise up out of her taut, shimmering skin. But when he looked in her blue eyes when she talked about her mother and kid brother, there was a deep, cold void that no one could ever reach the bottom of until some justice was done in her shattered life. Here was a young woman who had given up everything, her youth and probably a multimillion-dollar socko career to dedicate herself to raising her little half brother. A mixed-up, suicidal kid. A kid who was downstairs now probably putting the make on Bobby’s only daughter—who’d had a mad crush on the kid as a child.

“Jesus Christ,” Bobby said. “Ya know, Janis, I hate cases where I feel emotionally involved. You’re from the old hood. I knew your mom a little. I remember you. I remember your kid brother. I’d feel funny taking your money. I’m also afraid that if I take the case, and I let you down, I’ll be writing gloomy stuff in my own diary.”

“Oh, man, stop being a fuckin’ pussy,” Izzy Gleason said.

Janis laughed at Izzy. “Yo, this dude is epic-level hot shit.”

“Yeah, that’s what the last broad I met said,” Izzy said. “Lemme tell you about—”

“Spare us, Izzy,” Bobby said. “This is serious here.”

“Yes, it is,” Janis said. “So maybe Izzy’s right. Maybe you are too much of a herb for the job, Bobby. I’d heard different, but if you don’t have the onions . . .”

She stuffed the brown paper bag in her pocketbook and stood up to leave. Bobby felt as if she’d just put his manhood in her purse, too.

“Hey, lady, I didn’t say no,” Bobby said.

“Look, lemme make this easy for ya, okay?” she said. “I can go to a million other PIs and they’d probably go through the motions, like the cop assigned to this case, make believe they really tried, and let the meter run. I don’t expect miracles. I don’t expect you to even succeed in a week. But here’s the deal: because you’re from Brooklyn, the old neighborhood, I figured you’d give me the best bang for my buck.”

“Whoa! If he don’t take you up on that offer, honey, I’ll do it in court in front of the judge and jury,” Izzy said, eating his sugarless peanut butter cookies. “And gladly take whatever sentence they give me. And you don’t even have to give me the buck.”

Janis turned to him and laughed. “He might be an asshole, but just daring to say that to me you gotta love him. Old-fashioned Brooklyn balls.”

“Be careful, he takes everything literally,” Bobby said.

“Here’s all I want, Bobby,” Janis said. “I want that kid inside to know I did every damned thing in my power to get to the bottom of what happened to Mama. I want him to know that’s he’s not alone in that deep dark hole he lives in. I want him to know that even though the cops, the DA, and the press and his father stopped giving a shit a long time ago, some people still care. Brian has a big brother, but he never had a grown man, a real father figure go to bat for him, fight for him. So, fuck political correctness, okay? I’m not looking for a guy who’s in touch with his feminine side, here.”

“I’ll show you mine if you show me either one of yours,” Izzy said.

She made an imaginary pistol of her fingers and shot Izzy dead. Then she looked back at Bobby and put the barrel of the same finger-pistol to his thumping heart.

“I’m looking for a real guy,” she said. “I thought after reading about Bobby Emmet from the old hood in Max Roth’s column that you might be that guy. If I can get Brian to believe that someone like you is really fighting for him, for us, for Mama, maybe I can get him to believe that life’s worth living, and he’ll let me and his brother help him climb out of the hole, understand? If I can do that, then that’s the best twenty-five grand I ever spent. And who knows, maybe you’ll never find the scumbag who did it. But maybe you’ll learn enough details to make Brian stop believing that he’s the one who’s responsible. I want him to know that ten years later, the spirit of our mama still lives. If you can pull just a small piece of that off, Bobby Emmet, you’ll be my hero until the end of time.”

“Now that’s what I call a great fuckin’ rap,” Izzy said. “Put that into rhyme and even Hasids’ll spend their last shekel on the CD.”

Bobby stared into Janis’s eyes, knowing he’d never felt so manipulated by a woman in his whole life. There was no way, if a man grew up in the macho streets of Brooklyn, that he could ever turn down that spiel. Especially from a woman who looked like Janis McNulty.

But he was still on the fence.

He sat on it for ten seconds, until Maggie stepped on deck with her arm looped through Brian’s, whose face was as ashen as a pallbearer’s, his eyes waxy with despair.

“Is it really true you’re gonna try to find out who killed Brian’s mother, Dad?”

“Well . . .”

“Cool, I can’t wait to help you,” Maggie said. “In fact, Brian and me are gonna work on it together. Aren’t we, Brian?”

Brian shrugged. “Whatever . . .”

Bobby looked at Janis McNulty, their eyes locking, a sly smile slashing across her gorgeous face. He’d seen that same smile once before, in postcoital silence as rain beat against a Brooklyn window on an unforgettable school day.

“I’ll need twenty-five hundred to get started,” Bobby said, standing, locking his hands behind his head, letting all the muscles in his body jumble and dance.

“No problem,” Janis said.

“Maybe for you,” Izzy said.

“For expenses,” Bobby said. “Otherwise, Izzy and I thought it over—”

“We did? When? Where was I?”

“—and we decided to do it pro bono.”

“Oh, yeah?” Izzy said. “Then she better have some girlfriends to do some volunteer office work. Older and a little softer’s okay. Typing optional. Meanwhile, I gotta get to court.”

“And then I need you to tell me everything you know,” Bobby told Janis. “No matter how insignificant you think the details are.”

Izzy motioned Bobby to the side, handed him a small Panasonic microcassette. “Be in the police row behind the defense table at two p.m. sharp and hand this to me.”

“What is it?”

“My whole case, don’t lose it. Be there on time. Give it to me when I ask for it.”

“That’s all I have to do?”

“That’s all,” Izzy said. “I gotta go.”

Izzy said good-bye as Janis counted out the cash, flattened it in Bobby’s right palm, and gripped his middle and index fingers in her strong little hand.

“Thanks,” Janis said. “My man.”

Those two words sent the white blood corpuscles racing through Bobby’s blood throwing up a panicky defense against all the dangerous things he was thinking.

“I need you to talk to someone who can make this public again,” Bobby said. “I need to let people know you haven’t forgotten about this case. I want you to offer ten thousand of that money as a reward for information leading to the arrest and conviction of the person or persons responsible for your mother’s death. Stir up a hornet’s nest. I want people to start making phone calls. I want rats to start scurrying. I want to bring your dead mom back to life in people’s minds. I want people to search their consciences. Time changes people. Monsters that people once feared have died or are in jail. Loyal spouses are now jilted ex-spouses. People with terminal illnesses sometimes want to unload a cargo of guilt. I need you to go public.”

Bobby took out his cell phone and dialed a familiar number.


THREE



Max Roth stood on the corner of Ninety-second Street and Fort Hamilton Parkway in Bay Ridge, Brooklyn, scribbling notes into his reporter’s notebook imprinted with the name of the Daily News as a photographer snapped a photo of Janis and Brian and Jimi Jim.

Bobby watched, pacing the sidewalk, looking up at the various restaurants, video stores, bodegas, appliance shops, pizza joints, and cafés, searching for security cameras. When the photographer was finished, Brian and Maggie walked to Lou’s Pizzeria, which occupied one of the two storefronts of the tenement. The second storefront had blackened windows with a simple inscription: Twoboro Social Club. A few men wearing short-sleeve knit shirts, creased pants, and polished shoes stood outside, chatting. They all kissed a short, stocky, immaculately groomed and dressed man in his midfifties on the cheek. Bobby knew his name was Georgie “Gorgeous” Caridi. He was the heir apparent to Vito “Sleighride” Santa, who was doing fifty years on a RICO pinch.

Last Bobby heard, Sleighride had lung cancer in a federal pen in Texas, probably preferring a coffin to one more jailhouse burrito. The club was now being run by Gorgeous Caridi, a ruthless little capo who loved money.

All the tabloids said that the day they pulled a sheet over Sleighride, Georgie Gorgeous took over the club, the turf in this part of Brooklyn and part of Staten Island, and all its holdings. Out of respect he wouldn’t make a move until Sleighride drew his last breath. Which was imminent.

Still, Bobby made them all for small-time wiseguys, so small that they had survived the RICO indictments that had sent most of the big-shot mobsters to jail. Most of the surviving mafioso wiseguys in post-Giuliani New York scratched for one final big score and then a retreat from “the life” to grow tomatoes and watch ball games in Jersey or Florida before their own inevitable RICO indictments came down. It was a dying trade. Like the dot-com craze, the Italian mob in New York was now a bursting bubble. The RICO law had created more rats than a garbage dump. Tough street guys facing life missed good Italian food, wine, their goomatas, and their kids—in that order—so much that they ate the cheese and started to squeal to get placed in the Witness program.

All the high-profile mobsters were in cages for life. The soldiers and new capos were incompetent or frightened and looked for fast money and a soft place to land. The Russian, Asian, and Hispanic mobs had taken a big chunk of the drug, prostitution, and gambling rackets. Most of these second- and third-generation Italian guys outside Twoboro Social Club looked like “associates” or “connected guys” rather than “made men.”

Wiseguys always saw things, Bobby thought. The job of a wiseguy was to stand outside social clubs “to see what I could see” and scratch his balls, shifting his overweight frame from one polished Italian loafer to the other, and to whisper things in each other’s ears. The Feds liked to think they talked about big mob hits and hijackings and drug deals, but Bobby knew from wiretaps and directional microphones that 95 percent of the time these mooks discussed which deli made the best ham-and-provolone-with-peppers hero, where to get discounts on knit pullovers, and who was banging whose goomar. They were small-minded people who made small-talk about nonsense. Asking any of them about a ten-year-old hit-and-run would be next to useless.

“. . . so who else could have seen this yellow van?” Roth asked Jimi Jim and Janis.

“Mrs. Donatella is one of those old Brooklyn ladies who always sits at the window, leaning on a pillow, watching everything that happens on her street,” Janis said, pointing to Mrs. Donatella, who was sitting at the window, leaning on her pillow, watching them talk about her.

“She don’t know air-conditioning’s been invented yet, this old bag,” said Jimi Jim, who was six foot one and about 160 pounds of fidgety, unbridled energy. “She’s two hundred and eighty-six years old. Same as her weight.”

“She’s in her late fifties,” Janis said.

“Look at her, though,” Jimi Jim said. “She looks like she watched George Washington retreat across the fuckin’ harbor from that window. She watches, she snoops, she sees everything, she calls nine one one like she’s programming her fuckin’ pacemaker, busting everyone’s balls. Ever since Mom married Rodney, she went haywire. Soon’s a nigga moves into her building, she freaked. She yells at dog walkers, kids playing ball, kids hanging out and makin’ out. Everyone around here called her Malocchio, guido for ‘evil eye.’?”

“He means Italian,” Janis said, smacking Jimi Jim on the back of the head. “What’s wrong with you? That’s a reporter you’re talking to, not a glue-head.”

Roth raised his eyebrows and looked at Bobby.

“What can I tell you, the PC police don’t patrol certain precincts of Brooklyn,” Bobby said, noticing a black Navigator squeal a fast right onto Ninety-sixth Street. He noticed but remembered that there were tens of thousands of black Navigators in New York. And he wasn’t even sure the SUV he’d seen at the marina earlier was a Navigator.

“The regular cops don’t do shit either,” said Janis. “The first responder at the scene that day was an ambulance driver, also a woman, named Dianne Rattigan, but she couldn’t have seen anything. They never let us talk to her. She only talked to the DT who caught the case, an NYPD highway-homicide detective named James Ford. He’s retired now. He went through the motions, like a guy taking batting practice, but I don’t think he ever really worked the case. After six months he stopped calling. When we called him he’d take two, three days to respond. Then he’d say there wasn’t much to go on. Just a yellow van and a few blind leads. I spend all my days haunted by yellow vans. I can be having a wonderful day, a great day, filled with hope and promise, but then if I see a yellow van pass me on the street, my day is ruined. I stop, I wonder, did that guy, that woman, did that son of a bitch kill my mother?”

Max scribbled furiously in his notebook, clearly touched, and asked, “What did this Mrs. Donatella see?”

“Old snatch said she didn’t see nothin’,” Jimi Jim said. “She’s a fucking racist Guinea twat who hated my mother for marrying a nigga, heah’m sayin’?”

“Oh, I hear you all right,” Roth said, glancing at Bobby again.

“In the hip-hop world, sometimes that’s a term of endearment,” Bobby said, rolling his eyes and running his fingers through his hair.

“Guinea, twat, or nigger?” Roth asked.

“C’mon, Max . . .”

“Endearment my McDonkey ass,” said Jimi Jim. “When my moms was murdered, that nigga Calhoun flew the coop like a rat pigeon. They say he had a stroke. Then they put him in some nursing home over Shaolin.”

“Sha-olin?” Roth said.

“Shaolin is what Wu-Tang Clan from the Stapleton projects calls Staten Island,” Bobby said. “Hip-hop talk.”

“Ebonics?” Roth asked.

“It’s just what niggas call it, yo,” said Jimi Jim. “But you’ll see. Rodney’ll show up when the album hits with a bullet, lookin’ for a handout like it’s check day.”

“Shut up,” Janis said. “He’s been in the nursing home since right after mom died. They said the stroke was from diabetes and smoking and bad diet. And then the trauma of the hit-and-run. Then they say he developed symptoms of early-onset Alzheimer’s. He’s at the Narrows View Nursing Home not far from the other side of the Bridge, just off Hylan Boulevard.”

“You visit him?”

“We took Brian a couple of times, but you need to make an appointment,” Janis said. “They say he needs to be segregated from other patients because he’s younger and stronger than most and sometimes has fits of violence. So they segregate him. The few times we took Brian, he just sat there like . . . I dunno, like . . .”
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