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PROLOGUE







HILARIO “HARRY” GIANNESCHI LEANED ON THE CONCIERGE desk at the Poliziano Fiera Hotel in Tribeca and stared forlornly down the hallway toward the hotel bar, enviously listening to the laughter and pulsating music. It seemed like every few minutes he saw pretty, well-dressed young women—alone, in pairs, or in groups of three or four—enter the lobby and make their long-legged way to the lounge, disappearing, sadly, from his view.


He sighed. Instead of working, he would have much preferred to be cruising the bar himself, using his dark, Italian good looks, runner’s body, and charming accent to bed one of the beauties. And continue his search for “l’amore della mia vita,” he whispered to himself.


Although happily playing the field at present, he hoped someday to find “the one” to marry—preferably wealthy. And blessed with generous breasts and wide baby-maker hips…. Il mio dio, per favore…. My God, please, is that so much to ask?


His smile faded into a frown. Of course, his new wife had to be an American, too. As a native of Florence, the twenty-four-year-old Gianneschi had arrived in the United States some five years earlier on a student visa. But he’d dropped out after his first semester at NYU, and his visa had long since expired. That made him an illegal alien and subject to deportation.




But what am I to do? Despite his mother’s pleas, he had no desire to return to Italy. He liked America and Americans—their optimism and generosity of spirit. He’d been told before he came that New Yorkers were cold, that they wouldn’t give him the time of day, that they would watch callously while robbers took everything he had, including his life. But that had proved to be a big lie. Yes, there were criminals and rude people, places one did not go on the island of Manhattan unless you had a death wish. But most New Yorkers seemed more than willing to help a newcomer. The people he talked to were curious about where he’d come from, particularly if they were of Italian extraction, and even asked what he wanted to do with his life. No one in Italy, except his family, gave a rat’s ass about his aspirations.


Gianneschi hoped that by marrying an American someday, he would be allowed to remain in the country permanently, and legally. Then he might go back to college, perhaps to study hotel management. Maybe even become a citizen.


He wasn’t in a hurry; if he was, he could have persuaded one of his sexual conquests to wed him. Even one of his married admirers would have been only too happy to keep him like an expensive pet. But as a romantic, he wanted to be in love with the woman he asked to be his wife—take her back to Italy to meet his mother and a million other relatives. Then they’d return to America, make lots and lots of babies, and lots and lots of money, and grow old sitting together on the porch of some house in the country, watching their grandchildren play soccer…okay, maybe baseball.


But until such a woman appeared, he was content to continue as he was. He liked his job as a concierge at what he considered the best hotel on the island. The Poliziano Fiera, named after the famous Poliziano Fiera in Milan, fit neatly into a small triangle of land at the intersection of the Avenue of the Americas and West Broadway. A trendy boutique hotel, it featured a private film screening room with plush seating, surround sound, and state-of-the-art projection. Hollywood glitterati were known to attend premieres at the screening room and then retire to the hotel’s bar, the Well, afterward to mingle with the crowd. The Well was located in the atrium, surrounded by the rooms on the floors above, and often featured the latest hot DJ and release parties thrown by the record companies for their artists.


He’d been working at the hotel for two years and was a favorite with the management and guests for his encyclopedic knowledge of New York City’s hot spots and dining. Especially well versed on where to go in Tribeca, he explained to visitors that the name was a condensation of “Triangle Below Canal,” and that it referred to the pie-shaped neighborhood running from Canal Street south to Park Place and from the Hudson River east to Broadway. It had once been an industrial area dominated by warehouses, but over the past twenty years had undergone reconstructive surgery, yielding expensive loft apartments, trendy bars and restaurants, and hip, intimate hotels like the Poliziano Fiera.


Celebrity or tourist, he charmed them all with his bright, white smile and heartfelt “Benvenuto indietro!…Welcome back!” when they returned to the hotel. He enjoyed talking to people and helping them with their problems.


However, he thought with another sigh, there’s no one to talk to now. Only the torture of listening to women’s voices tinkling like crystal from the Well. If only…His fantasy was interrupted by the sudden, urgent flashing of a red light on his telephone. Apparently, the occupant of the penthouse was trying to get his attention.


Harry sighed again, only this time out of reluctance to answer the phone. Mr. F. Lloyd Maplethorpe could try even his legendary patience.


Maplethorpe was a famous Broadway producer of musical theater who’d lived in the penthouse for several years and threw the best parties in the hotel. His credits included hits in the seventies (Jimi Hendrix: The Musical), the eighties (Ronald Reagan: The Musical), and the nineties (Bill Clinton: The Musical). However, it had been ten years since his last hit, years that had witnessed several short runs and an unmitigated flop, Saddam Hussein: The Musical. According to the hotel staff gossips, the word on Broadway was that Maplethorpe was getting desperate. His financial backers were getting cold feet after a decade of only breaking even or losing money. One more show with a less than spectacular run, they said, and Maplethorpe was finished.




Gianneschi uncharacteristically thought that such an end to F. Lloyd Maplethorpe’s career—and presumably, his stay in the Poliziano Fiera—was fitting. In the fantasy world of the theater, largely made up of self-important and self-absorbed people, Maplethorpe considered himself the most important and treated everyone else like garbage unless they had something he wanted. Or they were willing to prostrate themselves and fawn all over him, at which point they would be tolerated until he grew tired of them.


Maplethorpe was a skinny, odd-looking man in his midsixties and looked every day of it, with a thin, pallid face and waxy skin. His protruding eyes were a washed-out hazel color that he unfortunately emphasized with blue eyeliner. Someone in his entourage had talked him into also using rouge and dying his thinning hair a shade of burnt orange. His eccentricities were legendary in the theater crowd—from his insistence that he personally select each and every actor or actress for his shows, and then changing them on a whim in the middle of a production, to stomping onstage during rehearsals to show an actor “how it’s done.” He’d once even tried singing a part in one of his own productions until his financial backers told him it wasn’t working and that he had to stop or they’d pull their funding. Of course, when he was successful, his little tantrums and interferences had been forgiven as the eccentricities of genius. But of late, the shine had gone off and exposed him as a petty little man who’d pretty much beat to death the idea of turning pop culture artists and headline pols into Broadway musicals.


Harry Gianneschi didn’t like him—not because of his appearance or oddities, but because Maplethorpe was as two-faced as a lira in his treatment of the hotel staff. He’d gush all over “the help” if he was showing off, but treat them as if they didn’t exist if it suited his mood. He insisted that the “filthy” maids who cleaned his apartment wear rubber surgical gloves at all times, paper booties over their shoes, and face masks, “so I don’t have to breathe their germs.” And he was constantly asking the staff for favors—such as sending them out to a store at midnight for a bottle of wine or a package of condoms.


He’d once demanded that Gianneschi procure cocaine. “I’m sorry, sir,” Gianneschi had replied. “I would not even know where to look.”


“Oh, come now, a gorgeous little wop like you can’t find any party dust?” Maplethorpe replied, smiling at the brunette teenagers, one male and one female, he had draped on either arm.


“No, sir.” And if I did, he’d thought, even if you agreed to appear naked in a Macy’s window, I wouldn’t get it for you.


Maplethorpe had narrowed his eyes and turned his back as if Harry no longer existed. Since then, he’d been even cooler toward the concierge and hardly spoke to him unless it was to make some new demand.


Gianneschi had reported the cocaine request to the hotel’s management to protect himself in case there was a sudden spate of complaints from the guest in the penthouse suite. He was happy to have as little contact as possible. There was something about the man that made his skin crawl, and he thought Maplethorpe’s behavior in the privacy of his apartment probably went beyond merely eccentric.


Maplethorpe reminded him of a spider, with his odd, buggy eyes, his strange physical mannerisms—including sudden twitches, as if his skin itched—and fingers that worked constantly in front of his body as he talked. But as a night concierge, Gianneschi had seen the young women who entered the elevators behind his desk with Maplethorpe. They were always beautiful brunettes—proof, he often thought, that even a man as ugly as the producer could bed well above his station, so long as he had money and/or something else the women wanted.


Such as a role in a musical, Gianneschi thought as he watched the flashing light on the telephone console. New York City was teeming with young women who dreamed of making it as actresses on Broadway. Sometimes it seemed that every pretty waitress he met, or secretary in an office, or woman working behind a counter at Macy’s, was really an actress waiting to be discovered. The sad truth, however, was that there weren’t enough parts for those who truly did have talent, much less for those who’d once starred in a high school musical and believed their mothers’ assurances that they had what it takes.




A tiny fraction ever set foot on the stage, except as part of a tour. Most of the rest were disappointed. The smart ones eventually realized that they weren’t going to become stars and found some other line of work if they wanted to remain in New York City. Some even managed to stay near the theater by selling tickets or working behind the scenes. Or they returned home to Lafayette, Indiana; Portland, Oregon; or Muskogee, Oklahoma, got married, had children, and tried out for roles at their local community theater.


But some held on to their dreams until they became desperate. Desperate enough to turn to prostitution—though the prettiest dressed it up a bit by describing themselves as “escorts” who worked for private “gentlemen’s clubs” and bragged about how much they could charge to let men use their bodies.


Or desperate enough to follow a disgusting creature like F. Lloyd Maplethorpe up to his suite, hoping that if they fulfilled his fantasies, he’d help them with theirs, Gianneschi thought as he reached for the telephone receiver.


Whatever Maplethorpe did to them in his penthouse didn’t seem to trouble some of the women. They’d emerge from the elevator an hour or two later, reapplying their lipstick, straightening their skirts, their expressions smug. But others appeared disheveled, with tears running down their cheeks and frightened looks in their eyes. He’d inquire if they were all right. “Is there anything I can do?” But they’d shake their heads and hurry into the night, never to be seen again in the Poliziano Fiera.


Gianneschi wondered if this call had something to do with the woman who’d accompanied Maplethorpe into the hotel that night. She’d seemed a little older than most the producer liked, somewhere in her thirties, but she was a beautiful woman.


Maplethorpe was obviously drunk as he’d tottered toward the concierge desk, but the woman seemed sober. The young concierge thought her face looked familiar. Perhaps she was an actress and he’d seen her in the hotel or in a commercial, but he couldn’t quite place her. She smiled and laughed whenever Maplethorpe said something, but her voice sounded strained when she replied to Gianneschi’s welcome. “Thank you, you’re very kind.”


Gianneschi pressed the button to summon the elevator for the couple and stepped back. Maplethorpe ignored him as he laughed in his affected way—a staccato “hahahahahahahaha”—at something he’d told his date. As the concierge watched them get on the elevator, his brown eyes locked on to her green ones, which softened for a moment. He thought she looked resigned or bored. Then she shrugged and smiled, as if to say, “What’s a girl to do?” The doors closed and she was gone.


An hour later, Gianneschi answered the telephone. “Buona sera, Mr. Maplethorpe. How may I be of service?”


At first there was no answer and Gianneschi wondered if they’d been disconnected. Then he heard labored breathing and a small sob.


“Mr. Maplethorpe, are you there?”


“Harry? Is that you?” the man gasped.


“Sì, Mr. Maplethorpe,” Gianneschi said, preparing for whatever strange request was coming his way.


“Oh thank God. Someone I can trust…. Harry, I need you to come up here immediately!”


Gianneschi caught the rising tide of panic in Maplethorpe’s voice. Maybe the man was having a heart attack. Or perhaps a reaction to a Viagra and cocaine cocktail, the dirty old bastard. “Is there anything wrong? Shall I call an ambulance?”


“No!” The producer nearly shrieked the word. Then he caught himself and continued in a clipped monotone. “Don’t call anyone. Just come up here.”


“Right away, sir.” Gianneschi hung up the telephone and shrugged. At least there didn’t seem to be a medical emergency.


On the ride up, he stood with his hands clasped behind his back, rocking on his heels as he wondered what sort of emergency he was about to confront. Maybe the woman had passed out. Or maybe she’d rejected Maplethorpe’s advances and was threatening to beat him up.


Now, that I’d like to see, Gianneschi thought with a smile as the elevator door hissed open.


The smile vanished as he found himself looking across the hallway at F. Lloyd Maplethorpe. The producer was waiting for him in the open doorway of his suite dressed in a black-and-white polka-dotted smoking jacket, which fell open as he stretched his arms out to Gianneschi, revealing a thin, concave chest and an odd sort of leather pants that failed to cover his shrunken penis. He was holding a gun in his hand.


“Oh, Harry,” the man cried, his eyes bulging with what looked like genuine fear. “I’ve been bad.”


“Bad, Mr. Maplethorpe?”


“Yes, Harry, very bad.” Maplethorpe glanced over his shoulder and then back at Gianneschi. “Oh please, tell her I didn’t mean to do it.”


Gianneschi tried to peer into the apartment but couldn’t see much beyond the producer. “Do what, Mr. Maplethorpe?” Fear was starting to creep up his spine. Then he saw the small flecks of red on the producer’s right hand and sleeve of his gown. “What did you do?” He wanted to shout at the man, but fought to keep his voice calm.


F. Lloyd Maplethorpe blinked at him, tears melting his eyeliner, which ran in blue rivulets down his cheeks. His lower lip trembled like that of a child. “Do? Why, I…I think I killed her.”


 


“I think I killed her.” What more did a jury need? Roger “Butch” Karp, the district attorney of New York County, shook his head as he walked in the door of the Third Avenue Synagogue, contemplating his own question. Apparently, something we didn’t give them, or didn’t make clear enough.


Approximately eight months after F. Lloyd Maplethorpe made that statement to an Italian concierge at a Tribeca hotel, a jury had been unable to decide if the Broadway producer had murdered a sometime-actress-slash-waitress named Gail Perez. Just hours earlier that Friday afternoon, Judge Michael Rosenmayer had called the attorneys into his courtroom in the Criminal Courts Building at 100 Centre Street to inform them that the jury was hung and he was declaring a mistrial.


Now we have to do it all over again, Karp thought gloomily as he entered a room where a dozen or so teenage boys and girls chatted and laughed. With the judge’s decision coming late in the day, there’d been no time to dissect or digest what had gone wrong in the Maplethorpe trial. Karp had made the decision to send all the players from his office—the assistant district attorney who’d handled the case and Karp’s closest advisors—home for the weekend to ruminate over the case and get back to him on Monday.


Then he’d had to hurry to get uptown to the synagogue where as a “Jewish community role model” he regularly conducted a discussion class for teens, including his twin sons, studying for their bar mitzvah and bat mitzvah rites of passage.


He’d been asked to participate in the program by the youth rabbi, Greg Romberg, who had been tragically murdered that past July in a suicide bombing at the synagogue. The killer had been a young Harlem-raised black man who bought into the demagoguery of his so-called spiritual advisor at his 124th Street mosque that Jews were to blame for the world’s woes, including his own personal misfortunes, and that killing them was sanctioned by God.


Romberg’s death and that of a half dozen others who had gathered that day to worship had shocked a city whose wounds from 9-11 remained raw. However, the bombing had the unintended positive consequence of alerting Karp and other authorities to the presence of a radical Islamic terrorist cell, and thereby helping them thwart an attack on the New York Stock Exchange that could have had much more tragic consequences. The idea that the terrorists’ own lies had foiled their plotting reminded Karp of the old Yiddish saw “Man plans and God laughs.”


The noise level of the class rose as Karp walked to the front of the room, as if when they spotted his six-foot-five presence they felt compelled to get a last word in before the new sheriff came to town. As Karp sat on the edge of the desk, facing the students, he raised his index finger to his lips and the class moved rapidly from din to hushed to silence.


That is, except one young man who continued what appeared to be a quiet but intense conversation with a pretty redheaded girl seated behind him. Not surprisingly, the young man, a square-jawed, handsome fellow with wavy black hair and smoldering Mediterranean looks was his son Isaac, also known as Zak.


“Um, Mr. Karp, is there something, perhaps, you’d care to share with the rest of the class?” the senior Karp asked.




Zak turned around in his chair, his dark eyes angry. “No, sir,” he replied curtly.


“Elisa dumped him for the Winter Dance in December. She’s going with Giancarlo instead,” volunteered Crissy Zubrinski, a plump girl with a tiny upturned nose, who prided herself on being the class gossip.


“I never asked her in the first place,” Zak retorted as the rest of the class tittered.


Karp felt for his elder (by a couple of minutes) son. Zak was definitely the more aggressive and self-confident of the twins—the better athlete and Joe Cool at school. But when it came to attracting the opposite sex, women of all ages melted at the sight of the other twin, Giancarlo, with his classic refined features, porcelain skin, and ringlets of dark hair that fell about his face like some painting of a Renaissance prince.


Zak was no slouch in the looks department and had plenty of female admirers, though they tended to like him more than he liked them; it was the girls like Elisa Robyn, a beauty with brains, who eluded him. It didn’t hurt Giancarlo that he was perceived as the sensitive, artistic sort—he could play a half dozen musical instruments and recite Blake, Byron, and Keats at the drop of a hat. Side by side, Zak and Giancarlo were Ghiberti’s sculpture St. John the Baptist and Michelangelo’s David; both beautiful works of art, but the former just a bit rougher, less sophisticated than the latter.


Zak liked to put on a tough exterior, but behind the bluster was a sensitive soul who took rejection hard. There was nothing to say now that wouldn’t cause Zak more embarrassment, and the best strategy was to move on quickly.


“Okay, gang, let’s focus here,” Karp said. “I wanted to talk today about a concept I call ‘the Big Lie,’ and how it pertains to some of the issues we’ve been discussing. Any ideas about what I mean by the Big Lie?”


“It’s when you act as if you like someone but really you’re just using them,” Zak suggested sullenly. “Or maybe it’s when your brother stabs you in the back.”


Karp winced. Obviously, this was going to take some mediation between Zak and his twin, but now wasn’t the time. “Well, I was thinking more in terms of the Big Lie as it pertains to larger topics, such as in trials or historical events.” He looked around the room but there were no takers. “Okay, then let me get the ball rolling. When I’m talking about the Big Lie conceptually, I mean people who create and present a false or delusional belief as reality, generally for nefarious, or bad, purposes. People who create the Big Lie claim that it has significant importance, when in reality it’s just a mere illusion and doesn’t really exist.”


“Do you have an example?” asked Joey Simon, a severely nearsighted youth with a narrow, serious face. He was the only student in the class who felt compelled to take notes on the discussions even though there were no tests.


“Sure, I see it all the time in my line of work,” Karp responded. “It’s actually quite common for defense attorneys to blame the victim of a crime. A young woman gets raped because, according to the defense, she wore the wrong clothing, or was in the wrong place, or waited too long to say no. Or someone shoots and kills another person because the victim made them angry, or insulted them. In a more general sense, in which we think of society as the victim of criminal acts, then the Big Lie is used to blame society for the perpetrator’s actions—he blames racism, or an impoverished childhood, or the lack of a male role model.”


Karp thought of his friend the baker, Moishe Sobelman, a Holocaust survivor, and the faded purple tattooed numbers on his arm. “Or, we’ve talked about people who say that the Holocaust never happened—that six million Jews, and another six million others, weren’t murdered by the Nazis and that the Jews made it all up. And in one of our future discussions, I thought we might examine how the Big Lie is at the root of many horrors like pogroms and the Holocaust, and how the Big Lie came to exist that the Jews killed Jesus and therefore have deserved whatever evil has befallen them over the last two thousand years.”


“But if it’s a lie, why would anyone believe it?” Elisa asked.


“Because they’re good at lying,” Zak muttered.


“That’s right, Zak, they are good, indeed very good, at lying,” Karp replied. “And that’s a good question, Elisa. My theory is that the Big Lie is so outrageous, so ‘out there’ that people think, ‘Well, they couldn’t have made all of that up. You’d have to be crazy to say something like that if it wasn’t at least partly true.’ So some begin to accept at least the basic premise of the lie, if not all the details. Now something that is all entirely false is perceived as partly true—maybe even enough to cast doubt on the real truth.”


“But if the Big Lie is so enormous that people believe at least some of it, how do you deal with it?” Giancarlo asked.


Karp stuck his hands in his pockets and cocked his head to the side. “I think I killed her.” “With the truth, the simple, unvarnished truth.”
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A HOWL OF FEMALE LAUGHTER REVERBERATED DOWN THE hallway of the loft to where Butch Karp sat at the kitchen table trying to accomplish the gastronomical feat of eating breakfast and reading the Saturday New York Times without upsetting his stomach. He was losing the battle, too, as he labored through yet another editorial posing as a news story on the front page, under the headline:


 


JURY HANGS IN MAPLETHORPE MURDER TRIAL


 


More laughter interrupted his reading further. He looked up, his gold-flecked gray eyes narrowing as he wondered what it might be about. Zak and Giancarlo were already off to Central Park to play football with their friends, and his daughter, Lucy, was…Hmmm, who knows where Lucy is these days…just “away” according to her voice mail.


So something else was tickling his wife’s fancy this morning. Another gale of mirth preceded Marlene Ciampi into the main area of the loft, which included a spacious living room, a kitchen, a library, and a foyer on an open floor plan. She followed close behind, holding up what appeared to be a letter.




“Look what I found going through those old papers,” she chortled.


“Nude photographs from our wedding night?” Karp asked with a wink.


“Now that would be funny.” Marlene smiled. “Especially because I was too drunk to remember it.”


“All you need to know is that you said I was the best ever.”


“Yeah, so you’ve told me. A regular Secretariat. But nah, this is real and it’s hilarious.” She laughed again and shook the letter at him.


Marlene had been fixing up the “den,” which is what they were calling Lucy’s former bedroom now that she’d more or less permanently relocated to New Mexico and parts unknown. His wife had decided that the space could be better used as a home office and that they didn’t need to keep renting a storage unit in Newark for old papers and forgotten memorabilia. So a dozen boxes at a time, she was bringing the flotsam and jetsam of their lives to the loft and going through it “to get rid of anything we don’t need.”


When she started, Karp had made the mistake of saying he thought it might be a good idea so that someday they could “downsize” now that Lucy was gone and the boys were close to entering high school followed, presumably, by their leaving for college. But that had only earned him an icy stare from his wife, who had apparently not been thinking in terms of becoming an empty-nester in a few years. “We’ll always need a big enough place they can come home to,” she’d replied, as if instructing a not-so-bright pupil. “I’m even going to put a daybed in the ‘office’ so that Lucy will have a place to sleep. I’m not pushing our children out of their home, just cleaning house a bit and making some work space.”


Having been dressed down for practically kicking their children to the streets, he’d been careful about what he said after that regarding her task and was happy to see her smiling now.


“So what’s so funny about a piece of paper?” He stood up from his chair and walked over to his wife, who held it away from him. At six feet five, he towered over her so that she had to look up, her dark brown eyes twinkling and her cupid’s-bow lips twisted into a smirk that said “The joke’s on you, buddy boy.”


That was okay with him as long as it made Marlene happy. She was looking good these days. Not that he ever thought she was unattractive. Since the day they met as young assistant district attorneys for New York County, he’d been drawn to her classic Italian features, the petite but curvy body, and the way her soft, molasses-colored curls framed her face. Not even when she lost an eye opening a letter bomb intended for him, way back when they were first dating, had he thought differently.


However, the past few years had been rough on her and the rest of the family. After leaving the DAO, Marlene tossed aside her lawyer’s shingle and gave the private sector a shot as a gumshoe for hire. Fate, karma, circumstances—whatever you wanted to call it—had taken her down a road in which she found herself dispensing vigilante justice on behalf of abused women, and then again when her family was attacked—a not uncommon experience. All of her behavior could be justified in an “eye for an eye” way, but she’d found herself caught up in a web of violence that she couldn’t seem to extricate herself from. And it had taken its toll on her physically and emotionally, and on their marriage. As the district attorney for the County of New York and a man who believed in “the system,” for all of its failings and imperfections, he opposed vigilante justice on principle. That his wife was in the middle of it had strained their relationship to the breaking point.


But they managed, he thought. He’d watched her making focaccia the other night, kneading the dough, lost in her own thoughts. She’d looked up and caught him gazing at her, then smiled and went back to her bread.


Lately, she just seemed…What’s the word I’m looking for…satisfied?…Yes, she seems satisfied.


And yet, it had only been a few weeks since she had almost single-handedly stopped a terrorist attack on the New York Stock Exchange. If the terrorists had succeeded, the nation’s economy could have collapsed, ruining lives and throwing the country into pandemonium. She’d killed several men to prevent it from happening, but it would have been hard to argue that every drop of blood wasn’t justified. Still, there was the added trauma of nearly dying with her daughter…and the old bugaboo about people she loved getting caught up in the violence that hovered around her.




Of course, Karp worried that some new incident would push her back down the stairs of mental health. She’d get a taste of some act of violence and like an alcoholic who’d been on the wagon for many years and then tries “just a sip,” she’d be hooked again. So he’d watched for some sign of distress—a warning that the old addiction was kicking in again. But after she’d taken a few days to hang out with their friend John Jojola in the New Mexican desert, she’d seemed to bounce back to her new normal as devoted wife and mother.


Maybe it’s been too easy, he thought, but then chided himself for doubting that she was coming to peace with who she was and her role in the world. Her present mischievousness seemed genuine enough. He smiled and held out his hand for the letter. “Come on, give it up, gorgeous.”


“Hmph, well, if you’re going to say nice things like that, you will spoil all my fun,” she said, pretending to pout. “Anyway, I was going through a box with some of your old law school papers and found this…I guess you could call it a letter of recommendation, from Robert H. Cole.”


“My torts professor?” At the mention of his old Boalt Hall law professor at UC Berkeley, Karp smiled. He recalled many a fine classroom debate with Cole; he’d realized only after the fact that the professor was using those debates to push his headstrong and occasionally overly emotional pupil to perfect his use of reason and logic in order to win the argument.


“Good old Bob Cole…what a mentor that guy was for me,” Karp said. “He was a master at the art of logic and persuasion. I learned more about how to problem solve from him as anybody before or since, except maybe Garrahy.”


“Well, the man certainly had you pegged.” Marlene giggled. “The letter’s addressed to Francis Garrahy.”


Karp perked up. New York District Attorney Garrahy was already a legend by the time Karp arrived as a snot-nosed, wet-behind-the-ears assistant district attorney out to save the world by locking up all the bad guys. The old man had seen something in him, a raw, hardworking Jewish kid from Brooklyn who aspired to a career in the Homicide Bureau, and he’d taken him under his wing.




The DAO required applicants to have three letters of recommendation, so Karp had asked Cole for such a letter and was glad he’d kept a copy of it. “So if you’re not going to let me read it, what’s it say?”


“‘Mr. Karp is an able and intelligent man,” Marlene began lightly. “He is highly motivated toward law and public service, and well trained. He is competent and fully qualified for excellent service in any law office.’”


“That’s what had you laughing like a lunatic? Have you been hitting the cooking sherry again?”


Marlene stuck her tongue out at him. “I’m getting to it if you’ll allow me to continue. ‘He has had a remarkable career of extracurricular activities, which testify to his energy, well-roundedness and complexity of interests, a principled devotion to public service, and his ability to do a great deal of work successfully. In college he was a star varsity basketball player…’”


Karp winced. His promising basketball career had ended with a blown-out knee that had required major reconstructive surgery and finished any thoughts he’d entertained of playing pro ball.


“‘…and a major student leader on a campus of over 25,000 students.’”


“I still don’t see what’s so humorous. If you ask me, it’s a rather dry recitation of these extraordinary facts as they pertained to me.” Karp grinned with a raised eyebrow and an “I gotcha” wink.


Marlene rolled her eyes. “Yeah, Saint Butch. Anyway, what I was laughing about was what Cole wrote in the last paragraph. ‘He is a forthright, strong-willed, outspoken man, and his combination of aggressiveness and determination has no doubt made him controversial at times and has occasionally annoyed people.’”


Karp’s wife, his darling companion, his one and only, burst out laughing and had to wipe the tears from her eyes before she could speak again. “Boy, this guy Cole was a master at the understatement. ‘Has occasionally annoyed people.’ Oh, that’s rich!”


“Yeah, well speaking of annoying…is that it?”


“No, he goes on, ‘Moreover, his manner is not entirely suave….’ He sure got you right, baby boy,” Marlene chortled.


“Give me that,” Karp growled, snatching the document from her hands. He read silently for a moment before smiling and reading aloud: “‘Yet, I would consider these attributes as more desirable than not. They suggest a kind of earthy ability to understand ordinary people and a willingness to see even the unpopular jobs through to the end. I recommend him to you without hesitation.’ I suppose you were going to leave that out?”


“I was getting to it,” Marlene replied, grabbing the letter back. “Give me that…I’m going to have it framed.”


“Simple minds, simple pleasures,” he suggested.


“Uh, I wouldn’t talk, big boy. If I remember correctly, simple pleasures were about all you had on that extraordinary mind of yours last night.”


“I beg your pardon? I am a very emotionally complex man with a great variety of needs and am quite capable of multitasking.”


“Don’t I know it, Romeo.”


Karp grabbed for his Juliet, who deftly avoided his grasp. “What’s next week look like for you?” she asked. “The usual Monday morning meeting, I assume.”


“Yeah, but I have two others before that,” he said.


“Your mistress and who else?”


“She couldn’t fit me in…so to speak,” he replied, which caused his wife to make a gagging sound. “So instead, I’m going by Moishe’s shop. The old geezers in the Breakfast Club are looking for a new place to meet now that the Kitchenette moved, so I was going to introduce them to Moishe and Il Buon Pane.”


“I should have known. You’ve been mumbling about cherry cheese coffeecake in your sleep…. So what’s the other meeting?”


Karp held up a hand. “Guilty as charged on the coffee cake.” Then he frowned and tapped the front page of the Times. “After that I’m sitting down with Tommy Mac to talk about where to go now with the Maplethorpe case.”


Marlene nodded. Tommy “Mac” McKean was a longtime friend at the DAO who’d recently been made chief of the Homicide Bureau by her husband. “I still can’t believe the jury hung and that scumbag’s walking around town like he’s been vindicated. I read that ‘news story.’ It said he’s even going ahead with his new show, Putin: The Musical, if you can believe that. And how poor Maplethorpe has been persecuted because he was trying to help out some nutcase who offed herself in his living room…. You’re going to retry him, aren’t you?”


“Without a doubt, kiddo,” Karp replied. “We’ll be asking Judge Rosenmayer to put us on the calendar for a new trial forthwith. But we’d better figure out where we went wrong, or the next time the jury just might acquit.”


“How’s Stewbie taking it?”


Karp thought about the question. Stewart “Stewbie” Reed was the assistant district attorney who had tried F. Lloyd Maplethorpe for the murder of Gail Perez. Stewbie was one of the most experienced and professional prosecutors in the Homicide Bureau. He’d won and lost cases before, but this one had been different—with all the publicity and scandal surrounding a famous Broadway producer, and up against a legendary defense attorney. There were a lot of pitfalls in such a case, and one of them was to get caught up in the hype and allow one’s ego to get involved. A hung jury could mean a loss in Reed’s confidence and the objectivity necessary to retry the case.


“That’s one of the things I want to talk to Tommy Mac about,” he replied. “I haven’t said anything about it to Stewbie, except that no one was blaming him. But he’s probably taking it pretty hard. It’s been what…seven, eight months since Maplethorpe’s arrest? He put a lot of time and energy into the case.”


“And if I know Stewbie, a lot of his soul, too,” Marlene added. She had once been the chief of the DAO Sex Crimes Bureau and had known Stewart Reed for many years, even working with him on several homicide cases that also involved sexual assaults. “He’s a good man, Butch.”


Karp nodded. “Yeah, I know, and a great prosecutor. He probably just needs a pep talk, and an extra set of eyes to help him plug any holes. Then he’ll be good to go again.”


“That’s my guy,” Marlene replied, and blew him a kiss as she turned to go back to the office. “So where are you off to now?”


“Thought I’d catch the train to Central Park and watch the boys. Maybe treat them to a hot pastrami and corned beef at the Carnegie Deli on the way back.”


“Sounds nice. Do try to avoid annoying anyone if you can help it.”


Karp laughed. “If I don’t know that I’m doing it, how can I help it?”
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THE LARGE GRAY RAT CREPT ALONG IN THE DARK, ITS NOSE twitching and whiskers spread like an antenna, alert for signs of danger. It padded around a puddle that oozed from the wall of a long since abandoned subway tunnel—sealed off from the main system decades earlier and forgotten—and stopped.


Cautiously, it approached a man sitting on the ground with his back against a wall. The rat was hungry and hoping to steal in for a bite, if the opportunity presented itself. The man did not move, even when the rat scampered across his outstretched legs in an exploratory dash. It circled back and hesitated, listening to the man’s shallow breathing, sniffing suspiciously. Then it sprang forward, leaping onto the man’s chest and sinking its long yellow incisors into his cheek, ripping off a piece of flesh.


The man woke at the sharp pain, and feeling the weight of the nearly two-pound rodent clinging to his chest, he screamed and shook his head violently. He tried to reach for his attacker but his hands were manacled and chained above his head. All he could do was screech and twist violently.


Surprised by the reaction, the rat jumped back and prepared to flee. However, it quickly realized that it was in no danger from the man. It hissed and was preparing to leap at him again when it was blinded by a sudden bright light. Confused, the rat froze in place and never saw the stick that broke its neck and crushed its skull.


“Oooh, lookie here, Jeremy, a fat Gotham City rabbit for the pot tonight,” a short, dark shadow standing behind the flashlight beam chortled, holding the dead animal up by its tail in the light for his companion to see.


“Right on, Paulito. Nothin’ like a bit of fresh meat,” his tall, skinny companion agreed, turning his own flashlight onto his friend, a dwarf with a bulbous nose and thick, stumpy arms and legs.


“I ’spose that’s what our dinner was thinking when he jumped on our friend Amir, here,” the dwarf said, laughing.


The two men turned their flashlights onto the prisoner, noting the small trickle of blood running down his cheek. The man turned his head from the painful stab of the lights and flinched as the dwarf moved toward him. But the little man brought a large set of keys from a pants pocket and used one to open the lock that bound the chains.


“Come on, asshole, Father David wants to talk,” the dwarf growled, grabbing the man by his elbow.


Amir al-Sistani groaned as he was helped to his feet. He then stood docilely as the two men fastened a rope around his neck and, giving it a light tug, led him into the darkness.


 


After his capture in an underground tunnel as he left the New York Stock Exchange building, believing that his plot to destroy the American economy was well under way, al-Sistani thought of little other than how to escape these wretches and their insane leader, David Grale. He dreamed of making his way back to the world of sunlight. Back to where he was known to his devoted followers as “the Sheik,” and had hundreds of millions of dollars in Swiss bank accounts to buy every luxury, even as he plotted a radical Islamic takeover of the world with himself as the leader, the caliph.


On the fourth day of his captivity, he’d even managed to break free from his guards, Jeremy and Paulito, as they were escorting him to Grale for another interrogation. He’d fled blindly down a tunnel in the pitch black with no idea if he was running toward sunlight or deeper into the bowels of the city above.


Stopping at one point to catch his breath, he heard his captors laughing back in the direction he’d come from and calling for him to return. “Better come back before the others find you…or then you’ll be sorry.”


However, he’d splashed on for a few more feet through foul-smelling water, recoiling as his hand reached for a wall to steady himself and came away dripping with slime. Forcing himself to move forward, he finally had to stop at what appeared to be an intersection of two tunnels. He was trying to decide which way to go when he heard strange voices screeching and gibbering from the tunnel on the left; they sounded some distance away, but close enough to send shivers down his spine. Realizing then the futility of his efforts, and frightened of these “others,” he stopped and waited for Jeremy and Paulito to catch him and bring him back to Grale.


“Well, I hope you have that out of your system,” Grale had said with a chuckle, glancing at his grinning followers. “It can be quite dangerous to wander alone in my kingdom. You might lose your way and starve to death in some dark pit—or perhaps meet one of the former ‘pet’ alligators you may have heard have made their home here…and that’s no urban myth, I can assure you.” He laughed with his men, but his face had then turned grim as he added, “Or you might meet others who live here—not like my fine friends, but shayteen, to use the Muslim expression, demons who look like men. And let me warn you, they would not be too squeamish to see what a well-fed terrorist tastes like.”


Grale lived with dozens of his followers in a surprisingly large cavern about the size of a university gymnasium. Within the cave’s confines and some other nearby tunnels and openings, the inhabitants had created small “apartments” carved into the walls or, like Grale’s, built from pieces of wood, bricks, and cinder blocks they’d gathered from the world above.


Scavenging seemed to be the inhabitants’ main occupation as they came and went like ants foraging for the winter—leaving with nothing but the ragged clothes they wore but always returning with some useful item, whether it was a piece of food or of corrugated tin. al-Sistani had been surprised that these homeless beggars had electricity to dimly light and heat—via glowing space heaters—their filthy hole in the ground. Then it dawned on him that they must be tapping into the energy source for the subway trains that could be heard rumbling beyond the walls surrounding the underground encampment.


Grale had pointed to Jeremy and Paulito. “These good men I’ve asked to watch over you are, in fact, your protectors as much as they are your guards. The others generally avoid the parts of my kingdom we patrol. But you never know when hunger will drive them to take chances, and with winter approaching they will be even more ravenous than usual.” al-Sistani realized then that he’d been allowed to escape as a lesson.


Al-Sistani originally believed that Grale had to be some agent of the Great Satan in Washington, D.C., part of a secret U.S. antiterrorism agency that was holding him incommunicado to keep him out of the American court system, where he would have been afforded a lawyer and rights. When he learned that wasn’t the case, he’d offered Grale millions of dollars in gold for his freedom. But the lunatic just sneered at his offer. “What use will I have for gold in the Kingdom of God?”


Only then did he realize that Grale was simply insane. A religious zealot who saw himself as a modern-day Crusader, battling the forces of evil—in his case, Islam—as he waited with his followers, who addressed him as “Father,” for the Apocalypse. So he’d pretended to be persuaded by Grale’s counterarguments. He claimed to have seen the error of his ways and wanted to convert to Grale’s version of Christianity—a sort of mystic Catholicism built around the concept that Armageddon was fast approaching.


He felt no shame or sin in pretending to convert to Christianity. According to the imams in the radical madrasah of Saudi Arabia, strict fundamentalist schools, the Muslim concept of al-Taqiyya allowed believers to lie and deceive if it was for the good of Islam and the conquest of the non-Muslim world. In fact, the imams insisted that Allah blessed such deceptions.


But Grale, whose glittering, intense eyes seemed to see into his mind, merely laughed. “I find your ‘conversion’ insincere and, therefore, as a servant of Christ, I reject it as false,” he’d said, smirking. “Consider yourself a condemned man for crimes—committed and intended—against humanity. Your life is forfeit, but should you wish to prolong it, you will tell me everything you know about the plans of your evil brethren.”


At first, al-Sistani had refused to divulge anything. He’d expected to be tortured—as that’s what he would have done—but was surprised that Grale did not physically abuse him. However, the rats and the wet darkness—and the gibbering voices that sometimes seemed too close as he sat chained against a wall—eventually proved too much. He decided that Allah wanted him to stay alive with his mind intact. And that meant feeding Grale tidbits of information.


Of course, he’d betrayed organizations and other terrorists with whom he had the least connection. The names and addresses of certain rogue members of the Irish Republican Army. Plans for suicide bombings in Muslim countries that he considered inconsequential to his grander plans to establish a Muslim caliphate.


He’d been prepared to go on with further betrayals, but after the first hour, Grale’s eyes had clouded over and he’d gripped his head with both hands and moaned. “Get him out of here,” he’d screamed, waving a hand at al-Sistani.


As he was hustled out of the cavern, al-Sistani wondered if he might outlast his captor. He’d seen Grale coughing up blood—probably tubercular, he thought—and the man had so little flesh between his skin and bones that he looked almost skeletal.


After the interrupted session, a week had passed with no more contact with Grale. He’d asked Paulito why, but the dwarf just shrugged. “He’s in one of his moods. Believe me, you don’t want to talk to him when he’s like this. Not unless you want to feel his knife. When he’s like this, he hunts the others above and below the streets, including some of them you told him about.”


Imagining the gaunt, spectral figure rising from the shadows, his knife raised, al-Sistani had shuddered. Better them than me, however.


Many days had passed since that conversation, or at least what he believed were many days—in the darkness it was impossible to tell exactly how long. Then the rat had attacked him and Jeremy and Paulito appeared to bring him back to Grale.


 


As they entered the cavern, the people there stopped what they were doing to watch him walk past. Many were disfigured and cripples; they were missing teeth and sometimes arms or legs. Quite a number were obviously mad as they muttered to themselves, twitched, hopped about, and looked at him with confused, frightened, or angry eyes. Their unwashed bodies and foul breath made him nauseous.


Most of them appeared to be men, though some were so disgustingly buried beneath stained rags and dirty faces it was impossible to determine their sex. However, there were some women, and even children and teenagers. In his eyes, they were a loathsome, scabrous people—the end product of decadent Western civilization and proof that all it needed was a push into oblivion from true believers such as himself.


He thought of them as human garbage, unwanted even by their fellow Americans. But they seemed to see themselves as a community of equals; their pathetic shows of affection for one another, and the way those who appeared more or less mentally and physically competent took care of those who weren’t, disgusted him.


Grale’s hovel was at a far end of the cavern in a cave dug into the wall at the back of some sort of raised cement platform that al-Sistani guessed had once been part of the subway system. Usually, the madman sat on the platform in front of his shack in an ancient, overstuffed leather chair, watching over his flock. He dressed in a cowled monk’s robe that shadowed his gaunt face so that the hollows beneath his dark and feverish eyes were accented against the nearly luminescent quality of his skin.


As they approached, he saw that the madman held a chain leash attached to a leather collar that was fastened around the neck of a naked and prostrate man.


Grale yanked on the leash, forcing the prisoner to raise his filthy head. Shocked, al-Sistani found himself looking at Azahari Mujahid, sometimes called Tatay, a mujahedid holy warrior. He was from the Philippines and was noted for his spectacular bombings of infidel targets throughout his home country and Indonesia. He’d been brought to New York to assist with al-Sistani’s plan to destroy the American economy.


So that’s at least part of why my brilliant plan failed, al-Sistani thought. Somehow Tatay had been discovered and captured before he could complete his mission with Nadya Malovo. Is there nothing this bloodthirsty maniac doesn’t have his hand in?


“I see you recognize my dog,” Grale snarled. “But no, I would not treat a dog so. However, a mass murderer of innocent men, women, and children? A demon who shows no mercy to those who had never harmed him? Yes and yes again, a thousand times yes. So now he pays a penance on earth before he goes to meet his maker and then into the everlasting torment. But only after I have wrung everything he knows from him. We are near that point, aren’t we, dog?”


Tatay looked from Grale to al-Sistani, and then the mujahedeen, bomb-maker extraordinaire, slayer of infidels, threw back his head and started to howl.


Grale laughed, a harsh sound with no joy in it, and yanked on the chain to stop him. Then he leaned forward and fixed al-Sistani, his eyes burning with some mad internal fire. “My dog, here, tells me that there was another plan—something that would be set into motion should your plan fail. Tell me about it.”


“I don’t know what he’s talking about,” al-Sistani mumbled.


“Well, then one of you is lying!” Grale bellowed as he jumped up from his chair, lifting Tatay to his knees. With his free hand he pulled his wicked curved knife from the folds of his robe and before anyone could react, he drew the blade across the terrorist’s throat.


Hot blood had spurted from the platform and struck the horrified al-Sistani in the face and chest. He opened his mouth to scream but nothing came out except a high-pitched whistling.


Grale let go of the leash and Tatay’s body fell back to the ground where it twitched as the man bled out. “You’d do well to remember Proverbs 12:22, ‘Lying lips are an abomination to the Lord.’ I will give you one more chance to tell me the truth. Tell me what you know of this plan or join my dog in hell!”


Al-Sistani tried to think of a way out. “In the name of Allah the most merciful, I tell you I don’t know,” he pleaded.


Grale nodded and suddenly Jeremy grabbed al-Sistani’s hair and pulled his head back. The dwarf, Paulito, stepped in front; a long knife had appeared in his stubby hand, the tip of which was pressed into the prisoner’s throat.


“Then there’s no reason for you to live,” Grale said.


Hardly able to breathe, al-Sistani felt the warm rush of urine down his leg. “I’ll tell you,” he cried out. “The tunnel…they plan to blow up a tunnel!”


“Which one!”


“I don’t know. By Allah, I swear this is true. They did not tell me!”


Grale hesitated and al-Sistani felt the knife pull back from his neck ever so slightly. “When?”


“I don’t know,” al-Sistani said. “Before the end of the year.”


“And what is your part in it?”


“Nothing,” al-Sistani cried. “My plan was to attack the New York Stock Exchange.”


“You’re lying to me again,” Grale hissed. “If you have nothing to do with it, why are your friends so anxious to have you back that they will pay millions of dollars, and have even risked exposing themselves to find you?”


Al-Sistani felt the knife pinch into his skin. “Money! They need my money to pay for it!”


“They? Who are they? The Sons of Man? They certainly don’t need your money.”


It didn’t surprise al-Sistani that his captor knew about the secretive, powerful group of American business, political, and military leaders who plotted to take over the U.S. government while conspiring with him to set the scene for the coup by throwing the U.S. economy into chaos. Unsure of how much Grale already knew, he’d decided to tell part of the truth. “They want to make it look like the Iranians did it and cause a war! The war will allow them to gain power.”




Grale looked hard at him, then leaned forward and sniffed. “Again, you’re lying to me. I can smell it…the fear. Is it really worth dying for? Now tell me…last chance…who is behind this plot? Or join your friend.” With that he bowled the head of Tatay across the platform, from which it fell and rolled to the captive’s knees.


Al-Sistani screamed and tried to move away but was pinioned by Jeremy and Paulito. “It is the Sons of Man, but a faction that disagrees with their leadership council and needs my money. They also need the help of my followers.”


“What faction? Name them.” Grale leaped off the platform and leaned close so that only he could hear his prisoner. “Tell me,” he whispered. “Who is their leader?”


“I don’t know,” al-Sistani whimpered quietly. “I’ve only heard rumors.”


“No more wasting my time, tell me about these rumors!”


Al-Sistani looked up and into Grale’s glittering eyes, saw the madness, and knew that there would be no more second chances to tell the truth. “His name is…”


Grale sat back in his chair with a strange, excited look on his face. “As it is written in Revelation, ‘Then another horse came out, a fiery red one. Its rider was given power to take peace from the earth and to make men slay each other. To him was given a large sword.’ Perhaps the end of time is here at last!”
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THE PRETTY RED-HAIRED COCKTAIL WAITRESS IN THE TIGHT, low-cut dress sized up the two “customers” trying to look both inconspicuous and older at a table in the back of the Well lounge in the Poliziano Fiera Hotel.


Fourteen, maybe fifteen, she thought to herself as she walked over. The lounge was hopping—the famous Broadway producer, Mr. F. Lloyd Maplethorpe, was throwing one of his preproduction cast parties—and the boys had probably hoped to avoid getting noticed in the crowd. They studiously avoided looking in her direction, staring off instead in the direction of the DJ booth, nodding their heads to the music.


They were both good-looking teens, she noted as she approached. Five years older and I might have thought about robbing those cradles. One of them looked like he’d stepped out of some Renaissance painting of a young prince—which, as an art student at NYU, she could appreciate—with his porcelain skin, ringlets of dark hair, and refined features. He glanced at her as she stopped in front of their table before looking quickly away. Whoa, she thought, this one’s going to be breaking a lot of hearts someday.


The other boy was a beauty, too, but in a more rugged, masculine way. He had an olive cast to his skin, thick, dark eyebrows beneath short black hair, and a shadow that promised to be a heavy beard someday. When he looked up at her, she thought her knees might buckle. Pull yourself together, he’s a kid!


With an effort, the waitress scowled and placed a hand on her hip. “So what’s up, boys?”


The more rugged of the two looked at her and flashed his pearly whites. “A Corona with lime,” he replied, and turned away as if he’d suddenly found something interesting in the potted palm next to him.


The waitress fought to keep a smile off her face. The kid apparently thought that talking in a baritone would improve his chances of landing a beer.


The other boy smiled sweetly. “Just a Coke…” He glanced at his companion, who glared at him, and corrected his order. “A rum and Coke, that is.”


“Uh-huh…can I see some ID, please?” She held out her hand as the two boys exchanged glances and then reached into their back pockets and pulled out their wallets. They each handed her a driver’s license.


The waitress held the licenses up in the light. “Okay…let’s see, Mr. Bob Smith of 1234 Mickey Lane, Mount Vernon, New York, and Mr. Roy Jones of 2468 Mouse Street, Newark, New Jersey, it says here that you’re twenty-three and twenty-five years old…”


“I’ll be twenty-four in March…” the pretty one said helpfully.


The waitress squinted at the boys. “I need you to wait here,” she said. “We’re now required to run the licenses of all new customers through a computer with the National Security Administration. Doing our part to combat terrorism, you know. I’ll be right back.”


The boys looked quickly at each other, the alarm spreading across their faces like a grass fire. They stood and reached for their licenses.


“That’s okay, it won’t be necessary,” said the pretty one.


“We just remembered that we have another pressing engagement,” added the other.


The waitress kept the cards out of their reach. “Nonsense,” she purred. “This will only take a moment and then I’ll get those drinks right to you. I’m sure your other engagement can wait.” She leaned over the table as though to wipe something, which she knew gave the boys a good view of her cleavage.


The pretty one blushed and looked down at the table. The other didn’t take his eyes off her chest, but managed to stammer, “That’s very nice of you, but we’re already late to meet our breasts…I mean our guests…at another bar. So if you could just give us back our licenses…”


“Sorry, hot stuff, but I’m keeping these,” the waitress said, standing up. “And I don’t want to see you back in here until you’re twenty-one.”


As the disappointed boys started to gather their coats to leave, a commotion broke out at the entrance of the lounge. The waitress turned toward the sound and squealed as a young Latino man entered the room with a beautiful Latina on his arm. “Oh my God, it’s—”


“Boom!” shouted the second of the boys. “He’s our friend!”


The waitress rolled her eyes. “You two never stop, do you?” she said.


The boys didn’t have to answer. Instead, Alejandro “Boom” Garcia looked in their direction and sauntered over with a wide Cheshire cat smile. “Zak…G-man…Zak…wassup, dawgs?” Proudly aware of the looks of astonishment on the faces of the waitress as well as the other patrons in the lounge, the boys embraced their short, barrel-chested friend.


Giancarlo and Isaac Karp had met Garcia, a former gang leader of the notorious Inca Boyz from Spanish Harlem, several years earlier when he was still just an aspiring hip-hop artist trying to break out of the gang life. He’d actually helped their dad bring down the infamous sociopath Andrew Kane, and had since signed a major recording deal and moved to Los Angeles to pursue his musical career.


“So how’d my homies hear about this little shindig?” Garcia asked as they all sat down at the table.


“Read about it in the Village Voice,” Giancarlo replied. “It said there was going to be a cast party and that there was a rumor you might perform because Carmina’s in the cast.” He looked over at the strikingly beautiful young woman sitting next to Garcia.




Carmina Salinas had long, wavy dark hair, large jade-colored eyes, and full red lips that exposed perfect white teeth when she smiled at Giancarlo and laughed. “A very small role,” she said, then shrugged. “But who knows? It could be the start of something big.”


“So are you going to rap tonight?” Zak asked Garcia.


“Stick around, bro, I just might spit out a few lines,” the rapper replied. He looked around the lounge and then back at the twins. “So where’s your mom and dad?”


The twins looked sheepish. “They’re not here.”


“They were trying to order drinks with fake IDs when you came in,” the waitress said.


Garcia closed his eyes and slapped a hand to his forehead. “Oh, shit,” he exclaimed. “You guys sneaking around again? Man, you’re gonna get me in trouble with your old man. He’s gonna get some cop to write me up on some traffic beef, then lock me up and throw away the key. Where’s he think you’re at?”


“The movies,” the boys answered. “He’ll never know.”


Garcia shook his round, shaved head. “Well, you sit tight and don’t get into no trouble, though I know with the two of you that’s like asking dogs not to sniff each other’s butts,” he said with a grin. “I promised Carmina that I’d do this thing for her group, but I can’t stay long. I got another appointment, after I take you home first.”


“Ah, come on,” Zak complained. “We don’t have to be home until eleven. You were out raising all kinds of hell when you were our age.”


“We read about it in your biography, Boom: A Gangster’s Life in Spanish Harlem,” Giancarlo added.


“If that’s all you got out of that book, then you missed the message,” Garcia replied, his voice now serious. “I was close to your age when I got locked up in juvie for shooting a man. I’m lucky he lived. And I’m lucky that I’m not rotting away in Attica. Besides, if your dad don’t put me away, your mom will kill me if something happens to you because you came to one of my shows at a bar.”


“Okay, okay, we get it,” Zak said, then smiled sweetly up at the waitress. “Now, could we get those drinks?”


She smiled back. “Yeah, sure, what was it you ordered? A couple of Cokes?”




Zak looked disappointed, but Giancarlo seemed relieved and said, “Sure, Cokes will be fine.”


The waitress turned and left. A minute later, there was another sudden buzz of voices in the direction of the hotel elevators, followed by the grand appearance of a thin, sallow-faced man in a peach-colored three-piece suit with matching fedora. Aware of the whispers and the looks from his backers, some of whom, according to the gossips, were connected with the mob and not happy with him, F. Lloyd Maplethorpe surrounded himself with bodyguards and sycophants—an odd collection of freaks who dwelled on the edges of the theater scene and lived essentially to flatter and entertain their master. In return, he allowed them to bask in his glory and attend the parties so that he would appear to be popular and liked. They swirled around him now as he made his way through the crowd and from table to table like a king among the peasants.


“Carmina! My darling girl,” Maplethorpe said in his high-pitched nasally voice when he spotted them. He walked over and grabbed each side of Carmina’s face with his white-gloved hands and kissed her on both cheeks.


The man turned to his followers. “My friends, allow me to present the lovely Miss Carmina Salinas…one of the next stars of Broadway,” he announced with a grand flourish of his hand toward the subject of his praise, who smiled and blushed. “I will just have to find the perfect role. Then, under my personal tutelage, she may well become the next Idina Menzel.”


“Gracias, Mr. Maplethorpe,” Carmina replied. “I’m just happy to be part of this show.” She turned to Garcia. “This is my friend, Alejandro ‘Boom’ Garcia, and these two young men are—”


“Boom Garcia!” the producer shouted, cutting off further introductions. “Oh my God, I was soooooo hoping you would attend. I am simply thrilled, thrilled, I tell you, that you’ve joined our little party tonight…. I may look a bit eighties this evening, but I really do like hip-hop…. It’s so gritty and real; it makes me feel like I almost know what it’s like to live in the ghetto. You really must sign my copy of your CD, Spanish Harlem Soliloquy.”


“I’d be happy to,” Garcia replied without much enthusiasm.




“Excellent! Isn’t that excellent?” Maplethorpe shouted to his circle of admirers.


“Excellent!” they shouted back.


“Do I understand that you may sing for us tonight?” Maplethorpe asked.


Garcia looked surprised. “I don’t think you could describe what I do as singing, but I told Carmina that I’d rap a little from the new CD.”


“Oh, goodie,” Maplethorpe replied, clapping his hands together like a child promised an ice cream cone. “And I insist that after this little soiree is over, the two of you join us upstairs in my suite for a little private party.” He leaned forward and whispered, though in a stage voice loud enough for all to hear. “It could get quite wild…anything goes, you know.”


Garcia shook his head. “I’m sorry, but maybe another time. I have to be somewhere else at ten.”


Maplethorpe looked like he’d just been told that his favorite cat had died. He turned around in a circle, looking from one sympathetic face to another, all of whom then cast their baleful eyes on Garcia.


“You’re breaking my heart,” Maplethorpe whined. “Are you sure? Well, it must be some very important music business.” He sighed heavily and turned to Carmina. “And what about you, my dear, surely you’re not going to leave your castmates so early?”


Carmina looked at Garcia, whose face remained expressionless. “Well, I came with Alejandro.”


“But you heard him, he has business to attend to…so you should stay.” Maplethorpe looked at Garcia. “We’ll make sure she gets home safely. I’ll have the concierge arrange for my limo to drop her anywhere she wants to go.”


Garcia looked at Carmina and shook his head. “I’ll take her home.”


Carmina’s eyes flashed with anger. “I don’t need you to answer for me,” she said before turning to the producer. “Sure, I’ll stay. It would be nice to get to know the people I’ll be working with for a long time.”


“That’s the spirit,” Maplethorpe gushed. “Yes, a long, long time…a glorious hit show. Who knows what could happen down the road. We’ll certainly want to take it on the road, and those roles will be opening up…. Now that it’s settled, I must away to greet my other guests. Ta-ta!”


With that, Maplethorpe glided off followed by his retinue. When he was out of earshot, Garcia turned to Carmina. “I don’t think leaving you with that dude is a good idea.”


“You’re not ‘leaving me’ with him. It’s a party…and a chance for me to make a good impression. What’s with the attitude?”


“Attitude?” Garcia scowled, his dark eyes bright. “Are you forgetting that last week the dude was on trial for blowin’ some poor woman’s brains all over that little penthouse you want to party in?”


“He was innocent. She committed suicide. That’s why he’s not in prison.”


Garcia shook his head. “You got it wrong, chica. Jury couldn’t decide one way or the other. It don’t mean he’s innocent.”


Carmina’s nostrils flared as she hissed. “I ain’t stupid. But I think the cops are the ones who got it wrong. How could he make something like that up? I mean, Mr. Maplethorpe could fuck—” She stopped when Garcia nodded at the twins, who were listening with fascination. She bit her lip. “’Scuse me, amigos,’ Jandro seems to think that you’ve never heard the word ‘fuck’ before.”


“Plenty of times,” Zak replied quickly. “Don’t mind us.”


Carmina laughed. “As I was saying, Mr. Maplethorpe could have sexual relations with a different girl every night without having to put a gun in their mouths. Some girls will do anything to get a part. So it doesn’t make sense that he would shoot someone over sex. I feel sorry for Miss Perez, I really do. She was from the hood, and I met her once; she was a nice lady. But maybe she was hoping he would give her a big part in the show, and when it didn’t happen, she decided she’d had enough. I mean when your dreams are gone, what do you have left? Especially if you’re getting a little older and your looks are starting to go.”


Garcia was unconvinced. “I saw the way he was checking you out. Dude wants in your pants, ’Mina.”


The young woman shrugged. “Maybe,” she agreed, then laughed at his expression. “But he ain’t going to get there.” She reached over and patted his cheek. “Come on, ’Jandro, you’ve known me since we was kids growin’ up on the streets together. If I was going to lose my self-respect, I would have done it a long time ago back when I was hangin’ with you losers in the Inca Boyz. But the only thing I lost back then was my virginity to a certain hot-blooded gangbanger named Boom.” She leaned over and kissed him on the mouth. “But I never, ever lost my self-respect.”


“Wow,” sighed Giancarlo. “That was better than a movie.”


“Frickin’ hot is what that was, you dork,” Zak pointed out.


“Oh, like you’re some Don Juan,” his brother replied.


“I don’t know any Don Juan.”


“You’re an idiot.”


“I’m an idiot? You can’t even remember to stick with the plan—order a drink like you’ve actually done it before. ‘I’ll have a Coke…and maybe some milk, too, please.’ We could have got away with it if you weren’t such a geek.”


“Yeah, and whose idea was it to make such ridiculous licenses? Mickey Lane and Mouse Street? Bob Smith and Roy Jones? My, how imaginative.”


“Yeah, well, you wouldn’t even go to Ivan’s to get them. Maybe if you had, I wouldn’t have had to come up with something on the spot.”


“Yeah, great, if Dad knew you were going to a convicted forger for fake IDs…”


“The only way he’d find out is if you told him…”


The twins stopped arguing when a spotlight suddenly illuminated their table and Maplethorpe climbed up on the dais next to the DJ booth. Grabbing a microphone, the producer shouted, “Welcome! Welcome! Dear, dear friends and the wonderful cast of Putin: The Musical!”


A roar of approval went up from the crowd, encouraging Maplethorpe to go on. “Yes, yes, even in this horribly trying time in my life…”


The crowd groaned sympathetically. Someone yelled, “It’s that bastard Karp’s fault. Karp’s a Nazi!”


Garcia looked over at the twins and grinned. “Maybe I should tell them who’s here,” he chuckled. “You’d never make it past the door.”




“You wouldn’t dare!” the boys replied, glancing around nervously.


“Got any money?” Garcia replied with an evil laugh.


Maplethorpe held up his hands, and the crowd grew quiet again. “Thank you, my dearest friends, for your support and your kind words—especially those aimed at my tormentor, Herr Karp,” he said with a laugh, and was joined by the crowd. “But drink up…it’s on me. I just wanted to introduce a special guest who has graciously joined us to help celebrate our new adventure. Please welcome, Mr. Alejandro Garcia, aka Booooooom!”


Those in the crowd still sitting jumped to their feet and with the others cheered as Garcia waved his hand and stood. He walked quickly to the dais and, after briefly conferring with the DJ, began freestyle rapping.


Thirty minutes later, Garcia bowed to the gyrating crowd and handed the microphone back to the DJ. It took him another five minutes to reach the table where the twins sat with Carmina. He plopped down, wiping the sweat from his head with a napkin.


“Don’t touch me, you’re all sweaty and disgusting,” Carmina complained. “You been out there in SoCal eatin’ like a pig…no wonder you’re sweatin’ like one. You need to come back to the SH for some home cookin’.”


“Do I hear somebody begging me to take her back?” Garcia replied, looking at the twins as if surprised.


“Ain’t nobody beggin’ nobody for nothin’, fool,” Carmina retorted. “You had your chance to make something happen with this señorita and you fucked it up. And don’t you come sniffing around later tonight when you get done with whatever mysterious business is so important you can’t stay for this party. Ain’t nobody lookin’ for you to come back to Harlem neither.”


“We’d like it if he did,” Giancarlo said innocently.


Carmina smiled and patted his hand. “That’s ’cause he’s got you bamboozled, like he used to bamboozle me. But believe me, I’m doing you a favor if I can get him to keep his dimpled ass in L.A.”


Garcia put an arm around Giancarlo and pulled him away from Carmina. “Don’t you listen to the Wicked Witch of Spanish Harlem. She’ll cast a spell…her grandmother was into voodoo down in Puerto Rico, and it rubbed off on her.” He looked at his watch and quickly downed his glass of water. “Vámonos, muchachos, time to split. I’ll drop you off at your folks’ on my way uptown.”


Garcia leaned over and kissed Carmina. “I still don’t like this.”


“Go on,” she replied. “I can take care of myself. Hell, I had years of practice fending you off before I let you into the promised land.”


Garcia laughed. “More like weeks. But speaking of the promised land, you sure I can’t come sniffing around later?”


“You can sniff all you want,” Carmina said with a shrug, “but it might get you a cap in your ass. Take your chances, lover boy…or not.”
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STEPPING OUT OF THE SOHO LOFT BUILDING MONDAY MORNING, Karp was surprised by the crisp bite of the air and shivered. It was a clear day, but the October sun had yet to warm the bones of Crosby Street. Its old paving stones and brick buildings were bathed in shadows, and the chilly air that had blown in the previous night from the East River lingered in the narrow confines.


Still, once he’d pulled his peacoat a little closer and adjusted to the nip, Karp breathed in deeply, savoring the day’s freshness. Gotham City’s best in autumn, he thought. The ripe smell of the city that permeated July and August, and even warm Septembers, dissipated on the breezes that blew more frequently and cooler in the fall. He thought he could even detect salt air on the wind.


In the parks, the oaks, elms, maples, lindens, and hundreds of others he couldn’t name but enjoyed just the same were putting on their annual color pageant. A stroll through Central Park was like walking inside a sunset, surrounded by splashes of reds, oranges, purples, yellows.


On Saturday, he’d watched his twin boys playing football on the fallen leaves and thought, Life truly does not get any better than this…a perfect day—well, almost. When they had lunch afterward at the Carnegie Deli on Seventh Avenue and Fifty-fourth Street, nobody was talking about the Yankees. No World Series this year, those bum underachievers.


October just wasn’t quite right if the Bronx Bombers weren’t still in the race. Karp sighed. Looking up at the robin’s-egg-blue skies above the buildings, he regretted that he wasn’t walking the half dozen blocks south to work at 100 Centre Street, the New York Criminal Courts Building. It was bound to be much warmer in the sun, and he would have enjoyed the stroll. Who knew how long this Indian summer would last before winter descended? But Moishe’s place was more than a mile, too far to walk and get back to the office on time.


Karp trotted down the two steps from the building’s front door to the sidewalk and almost ran into a tall, unkempt man wearing a tattered green army field jacket and carrying a plastic milk crate, who came barreling around the corner from Grand Avenue.


“Why, Mr. Karp, an unexpected pleasure meeting you here this morning,” the man said, casually brushing his tangled mat of gray hair back from his face.


“Why, I live here, Mr. Treacher,” Karp replied. “But I’m sure you know that. We’ve spoken on this very spot on other occasions.”


“We have?” Edward Treacher’s watery blue eyes rolled wildly in their sockets as if searching the interior of his cranium for some memory of these alleged earlier meetings. Then he smiled sheepishly. “Well, I have to admit, the late sixties were not kind to my long-term memory. I can scarcely recite my Chaucer anymore. Let’s see, ‘In April the sweet showers fall, and pierce the drought of March to the root, and all’…ummmm…‘The veins are bathed in liquor of such power, as brings about the engendering of the flower…’ How’s that?”


“I wouldn’t know. I forgot The Canterbury Tales a long time ago, if I ever really knew them, and I didn’t indulge in mind-altering substances,” Karp replied.


Treacher was about to respond when he was interrupted by a shout from across the street. “Everything okay, Mr. Karp?”


Turning toward the sound of the voice, Karp saw the police detective getting out of the dark blue Lincoln Continental parked across Crosby. He didn’t like the fuss or expense of having a driver-slash-bodyguard, or using the armored sedan with gas costing more than four dollars a gallon. But Clay Fulton, his old friend and the detective in charge of his security detail, insisted in the wake of the NYSE attack.


“We still haven’t caught everybody responsible,” the burly black man had pointed out just the day before. “Nadya Malovo’s out there somewhere. And so are the Sons of Man, who are probably getting a little irritated with your constant interference with their plots. The car’s there, use it, or I’ll have to drive over every morning to pick you up myself.”


Karp waved to the sedan driver. “It’s okay, Detective, I’ll be just a minute.” He turned back to his visitor.


Filthy and odiferous, Edward Treacher was a regular around the Criminal Courts Building and Soho, though he’d been known to drift as far as Columbia University on the north end of the island and down to Battery Park on the south. According to old-timers in the area, he’d once been a respected professor of religious studies at New York City University, but had started experimenting with LSD during the Summer of Love and one day went on a trip from which he’d never quite returned. He’d walked away from his job at the university and had been living on the streets, or institutionalized at various public mental health hospitals, ever since.


Now he made his living preaching from the Bible on street corners while standing on his milk crate, hoping tourists would throw something in his collection box. Or that aggravated shopkeepers or residents would pay him to move on.


“Good for you…just say no to drugs,” Treacher said, nodding sagely. “That’s what I tell kids. ‘Just say no, or you’ll end up a burned-out old wreck like Professor Treacher.’ Not that I’d take it back. Oh no, not everyone gets to hold a conversation with God for thirty years. All up here, of course.” He pointed to his shaggy head, then abruptly changed the subject. “A lovely day, wouldn’t you say, Mr. Karp?”


“Yes, Mr. Treacher, a fine autumn day.” Karp liked the “burned-out old wreck.” The man actually hid a quick wit, a well-educated mind, and a kind heart behind all the dirt. He suspected that Treacher and some of the other street denizens who hung around the Criminal Courts Building were connected to David Grale, the madman vigilante who lived beneath the city in its tunnels and caves with some of his followers. At least Treacher and his brethren seemed to be able to communicate with him and seemed to serve as his eyes and ears aboveground.


His feelings toward Grale were more mixed. He’d met him many years before, when the younger man was just a Catholic layperson working in a soup kitchen for the homeless. Or actually, he’d been introduced to Grale by his daughter, Lucy, a young teen volunteering at the kitchen when she developed a crush on the darkly handsome social worker. Only later had they discovered that while Grale served soup during the day, by night he murdered men who’d been preying on the homeless. He claimed that the men he killed were actually demons inhabiting the bodies of men.


“Ah, yes. Autumn. A fine time to spread the Good Word,” Treacher said as he placed his crate on the ground and stepped up onto it. He then shouted so the few passersby walking past on Grand Avenue jumped a bit. “Verily I say, ‘While the earth remaineth, seedtime and harvest, and cold and heat, and summer and winter, and day and night shall not cease!’ That’s Genesis 8:22, folks. Be kind and support my ministry. You, too, may turn a wretched life—mine—around for Jesus.”


Karp had covered his ears when Treacher shouted and now asked, “What’s with the shouting, if you don’t mind me asking? It’s pretty quiet around here this morning, and I think you gave me a concussion.”


“Sorry about that,” Treacher replied with a grin. “But it’s part of the show. The rubes want fire and brimstone…even in sweet little passages like that one. You show me a street preacher who doesn’t shout out the Good Book’s message, and I’ll show you a hungry man.”


“I understand. Just next time, perhaps a little warning.”


“Will do. So how’s the family?”


“Fine. Marlene’s painting some these days. And the twins are back in school and complaining about homework.”




“Ah, yes, the drudgery of homework,” Treacher sighed. “I do remember that. Ridiculous way to teach; good for memorizing trivia, but does nothing to develop the mind.”


“Nevertheless, getting it done may affect whether they get into college.”


“Yes, indeed. So where’s our dear Lucy? I haven’t seen her around in a bit.”


Karp started to answer, then stopped. He didn’t really know where she was and for some reason he didn’t want Treacher or anybody else to know either. Grale took a particular interest in Lucy, and while so far it had all been to her benefit, it was also troubling.


“She’s living out of state these days,” he said.


“Ah, yes, New Mexico, wasn’t it?” Treacher replied.


“Yes, New Mexico.” Karp hadn’t meant to sound so short. He considered Treacher a harmless street person who’d once even testified for him in a murder case. The man on trial was a dirty cop, and it had taken courage and integrity to come forward. Whatever damage he’d done to his brain cells in the past, Treacher’s short-term memory had been dead on, and the cop was convicted.


“Are you expecting her back for a visit anytime soon? I’d love to have a chat with her. She’s always so interesting and quite helpful with my Latin and Greek.”


See, the old man just wants to speak in foreign tongues. Lucy was a language savant—she was apparently up to nearly eighty, if one included dialects of some root languages. He shook his head. “No. Nothing planned. Maybe over the holidays.”


“The holidays?” Treacher frowned. “That’s a long ways off. Must be tough, not seeing her more often and all.”


“Yeah,” Karp agreed. “But I guess they all leave the nest sometime.” The question raised one of his own. “So what do you hear from David Grale these days?”


Treacher frowned and shrugged. “Nothing much. In one of his moods, I understand.”


The question seemed to bother the street preacher and he got down from his crate, picked it up, and turned to walk away. “Well, I must away. Places to go, people to see, you know. Cheerio!”




Watching him disappear around the corner, Karp shuddered as if the breeze had crept beneath his coat, only this was a sudden chill of premonition. Pulling his coat even tighter, he turned to walk across the street to the waiting car, wondering what else he couldn’t see.
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