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“If you ain’t here now, you can forget there and then ’cause you ain’t gonna get past this.”


—Anonymous












June 2003



“Are you who wants to 302 this person?


“Yes.”


“And you’re a police officer? Got some ID?”


Carlucci held out his shield and ID case.


“Carlucci, Ruggiero? Am I pronouncing it correctly?”


“Yes.”


“Did you say she’s your mother, or was that somebody else said that?”


“That was me.”


“Your mother?”


“I just said that.”


“And you’re here to—”


“Start a 302 against her, yes. I am. She hit a police officer, in our kitchen, while I was standing right there. Hit him in the back of the head with a cast iron frying pan. With the edge of my eight-inch pan, she fucking hits him in the head!”


“Did you arrest her?”


“What? No. The officer she hit, he was on the floor, his head . . . he was bleeding. Jesus. He wasn’t just any police officer, he was my friend. I invited him in. We weren’t inside more than a couple minutes, she comes in the kitchen, asks me who he is and what’s he doing in her house, and he asked me where the glasses were, and I pointed to one on the drainboard, he took a step toward it, next thing I know she grabs the pan off the stove, turns around and—Jesus Christ, he went down like he was shot! And all I was thinking was get down there and make sure his head didn’t move. Called for a bus, and I looked up at her and she was smiling. She was fucking smiling!”


Mrs. Carlucci piped up, “He’s always swearing like that, he got no respect for me or nobody else, he just starts Jesus Christ this, Jesus Chris that, which I could understand maybe if he went to Mass every once in a while—not every Sunday like I do, but at least once a month, you know—”


“Don’t you dare start on me about church. Don’t you dare.”


“But not him, no, just Christmas and Easter and weddings and funerals, that’s all he goes to. Only got one suit, wears it every time he goes to something like that.”


“Ma. Ma!”


“What?”


“Stop talking!”


“Oh that’s good, why don’t you say what you really wanna say, huh? You know, hey Ma, shut the fuck up. That’s what he usually says, and watch what he’s gonna say now, go ahead, say it, I dare you.”


“Ma, I have never said those words to you, never in my life.”


“See, I knew that’s what he was gonna say, that’s what he always says after he tells me shut the fuck up. Ha, ha, gotcha, Ruggiero. Gotcha a good one. Go ahead let me hear what you got to say now.”


“Where the fuck’s the bus Fran’s on?”


“Where the fuck’s the bus Fran’s on?”


“Stop it!”


“Stop what?”


“Stop repeating what I say.”


“Is that another of her behaviors?”


“Yeah. People used to tell me she was different when my dad was alive. Uh-uh, this is her, this is the way she’s always been. Ask her she’ll say it was my fault.”


“It was! You just never wanna admit it was you distracted him.”


“Which led to what?”


“This kid on a motorcycle, goddamn kid, he smashed into us, right into where my husband was sitting—he was driving. And this one here, he tries to say he was never there.”


“As many times as I told you I wasn’t—you still don’t believe me. I was not there!”


“Well if you wasn’t, hows come I’m a widow?”
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Carlucci was ignoring Mrs. Bernadette Caluso, even though her distended belly nudged his desk with every inhale. Three times in the last two months, he’d wiped her spit off his face. He was sure she intended to spray his face only once, he’d give her that. But the other two times? Well, he was sitting, he could wait better than she could. She was rocking from one foot to the other, no doubt trying to ease the pain in her knees from her weight.


“Hey, how long am I s’posed to stand here? I know you know I know your badge number. You’re just sitting there, you ain’t doing nothing.”


“I’m thinking.”


“You’re thinking? Oh, that’s a good one. You listen to me, Carlucci, whatever you think my Bobby was doing, he was with me the whole day, swear to God.”


Carlucci’s fingers gave him away. He was drumming the William Tell Overture on his mouse pad. Until Franny Perfetti told him the name of the music, he’d thought it was just the theme song for the Lone Ranger TV show he watched lying on his belly in the Caprarras’ living room.


“ Hey. Drummer boy. You listening to me?”


Carlucci nodded, but he wasn’t. He was wondering if he could find out on the Internet exactly how the Lone Ranger reloaded his silver bullets, or how anybody reloaded ammo in those days of yesteryear, questions that never entered his mind when he was lying on the floor in the Caprarras’ cramped living room, happily watching the Masked Man solve yet another prairie felony.


The last time he’d tried to talk to Balzic about reloading in the 1870s, he got nowhere. Balzic was more interested in telling him that what everybody thought they knew about the Texas Rangers was hype. The Rangers, Balzic said, were mostly hired guns, making Texas safe for white people. Everybody else, Indians, Mexicans, freed slaves, they just shot them. And lots of times, somebody was there with a camera.


“Long as you’re looking things up,” Balzic said, “dig a little into that Ranger famous for ambushing Bonnie and Clyde. His posse never identified themselves. Never said drop your guns, never said get outta the car with your hands up, never said they had an arrest warrant. Not one word. Just started shooting.”


Carlucci wondered for a few moments why Balzic had gone off in that direction. All Carlucci wanted to know was if people could reload ammunition back then. He thought he’d made that clear. Hell, he hadn’t even asked about the Lone Ranger’s bullets being silver.


Instead, he said, “Hey, Mario, say hello to Ruthie for me, will you?”


Balzic cleared his throat, or tried to. After a long moment, he said, “Don’t think that’s a good idea.”


“Huh? Saying hello to Ruthie’s not a good idea? What’s up with that?”


“Uh, a couple days ago, I asked Ruth, what’s up with our girls them? I haven’t heard from either one of my girls for a while now. Long story short, the older one, she started having some kinda thing with her husband, started talking to a clinical psychologist, counselor, something. Next thing Ruth knew, that one said she talked her sister into going in with her.”


Carlucci tried to think if he’d ever heard Balzic talk about his daughters without saying their names. Wasn’t sure. Thought it was weird, but let it go.


Balzic sighed. Looked at the wall behind Carlucci. “Thing is, turns out real quick they stopped talking about their husbands. Uh, started talking about us.”


“Us? Which us, you and Ruthie?”


“No, us. You and me, that us.”


“Huh? You gotta explain that, Mario, I’m not getting it.”


“Well, I wasn’t getting it either. Ruthie, finally, she said to me, you know you need to call your daughters. You don’t need to hear this from me, you need to hear it from them.”


Carlucci squinted at Balzic.


“Okay, you asked for it, here goes. Turns out my girls been holding a grudge against us. You and me, that’s the us. For a long time. Turns out, talking to that counselor, the both of them found out what the other one’s been thinking and feeling, and after all this time, they found out they were both thinking and feeling the same stuff.”


“C’mon, Mario, quit stalling, this ain’t like you, get to it.”


“You ain’t gonna like it—”


“Mario, man, c’mon.”


“They think when they were young, about when you were a rookie, that all the love and respect they thought they should’ve been getting from me I was giving to you. Turns out I spent a lotta time talking about me and you, and about you by yourself. And they took that all in, stored it up, and far as they were concerned, you were the son I never had. Telling you, Rugs, I had no idea. Never did I think I was giving you more than I was giving them, but sure as God made wine, that’s what they think now. And after all these years holding it in, never even talking about it with each other until they got into this therapist’s office and, man, they are really, really pissed about this.”


“Okay, Mario, okay, I get most of it. But there’s one part I don’t get. Two sisters? Growing up together? And never talked about any of this with each other until they got into that office? Years after the fact, hell, decades—they’re gonna try to sell that? You and Ruthie, okay, you might’ve bought it, but all due respect, they’re your daughters, I know, I know, and Ruthie’s, too, but if they were sitting right here, in front of you and me, and tried to sell that to me? I’m not even gonna apologize, Mario, I’d look them straight in the eyes and I’d say, that’s a crock. And you girls, you know it’s a crock, and don’t ever think you’re gonna make me believe that’s true. ’Cause it ain’t.”


Balzic shrugged, turned around, left without another word.


Carlucci stared at his friend’s back as he walked away.


Mrs. Caluso’s voice snapped Carlucci back into the now. Started telling Carlucci her Bobby was just two days shy of his eighteenth birthday.


“What? He’s two days to what? His birthday? What’s that have to do with him stealing the car?”


She started talking, just rambling, but Carlucci tuned her out. Her Bobby had spent almost as much time in juvenile detention in the last four years as he had in school. Carlucci had himself arrested Bobby twice, once after he’d tried to sell a case of WD-40 to a mechanic who was installing a new muffler on Carlucci’s city-owned Chevy, while Carlucci was sitting not five yards away flipping through car magazines. When he asked Bobby what he thought he was doing, Bobby said he was trying to raise money to send the high school band to the Orange Bowl parade on New Year’s Day.


Bobby stuck to that story in Family Court until the judge said his youngest son played trumpet in the band, and if the band was going anywhere over the Christmas to New Year’s break his son would’ve mentioned it, “because I’d already told him we were all going skiing that week up Seven Springs.”


“Well, maybe I got a little mixed up about which New Year’s they was gonna go,” Bobby said, “but I ain’t mixed up about what he did to me. He entrappted me.”


The judge said there was only one “t” in entrapped and then gave Bobby a pro forma lecture about blaming others for his own misdeeds. He ordered him to report to a Juvenile Probation Officer once a month for the next four months and to do exactly what the JPO told him to do. Bobby reported only twice, so the same judge issued a bench warrant for his arrest, and, hardly glancing at the pre-sentence report, ordered Bobby to serve four months in the county juvenile detention center.


The second time Carlucci arrested Bobby involved a tire he’d stolen from his Uncle Jimmy’s wheel balancing and alignment shop. About twenty yards from his mother’s house, Bobby accidentally rolled the tire over a crushed Pepsi bottle, which sent it bouncing into the marigolds in the front yard of their next-door neighbor, Mrs. Ambrose. She’d been pulling weeds when the tire wobbled past her. She thought Bobby bouncing the tire past her was a distraction so an accomplice could slip around to her back door and rob her. She whacked Bobby with her hand hoe, causing a nasty gash on the back of his thumb. His mother witnessed this from the bathroom on her second floor, where she was standing trying to wipe herself after having an attack of “loose bowels .”


That’s what she’d told the first responder, rookie Patrolman Allan Lukosh, recently discharged back into civilian life after three years in the army, most of it with the military police in Germany. During his time there, he’d never had to calm two women, one middle aged and the other elderly, who sounded and looked like they wanted to kill each other. He called for backup.


Carlucci was getting ready to bite into a meatball hoagie when the dispatcher responded to Lukosh’s call by asking if anybody was available to back him up. Carlucci’s hoagie was getting soggier by the minute; he told the dispatcher he was on his way.


When he got on scene he couldn’t hear Lukosh over the women shouting, so he led Lukosh aside. Lukosh said he knew he needed help when the women threatened to vomit on each other’s grave—or crap on it, he wasn’t sure which. He also wasn’t sure how many times each one swore God would strike the other one dead before morning. Carlucci told Lukosh okay, he got it, then went and stood between the women and said he wasn’t going to allow any killing that day, with or without God’s help.


Mrs. Ambrose wanted Carlucci to arrest “these goddamn Gypsies trying to rob me.” Mrs. Caluso wanted him to arrest Mrs. Ambrose for aggravated assault.


“Mother of God, if you’d get your cackeracks fixed, you could see we ain’t Gypsies; we live next door.”


“You don’t even know how to say what’s wrong with my eyes, so shut up, you. I know Gypsies when I see ’em.”


Carlucci said if everybody would stop talking for a couple minutes, he wouldn’t have to arrest either one of them, but then Mrs. Ambrose tried to spit on Bobby, blowing her top denture half out of her mouth. Then Mrs. Caluso picked up the tire and tried to heave it at Mrs. Ambrose. She missed by two feet, stumbled backward from the effort, fell on her hip, and immediately started screaming. She pulled her hand out from under her hip, held it up, screaming louder when she saw her little finger was bent backward toward her elbow and swelling fast.


The tire came to a stop against Mrs. Ambrose’s downspout, snapping a bracket and popping it away from the house.


“Now look what youns did. Youns busted my gutter. Who’s gonna pay for that?”


Carlucci told Lukosh to push the downspout back against the house, which he did easily, but as soon as he let go, the whole pipe clattered down in three pieces.


“Youns know how much them plumbers charge? Just to park their truck? I ain’t paying for that.”


“Think you’re probably gonna want a roofer, not a plumber.”


“You, police, you, you shut up.”


Carlucci told Lukosh to write it up and send a copy to the city engineer. “Make sure she gets a copy,” he said, nodding toward Mrs. Ambrose, “and try to make her understand the city’ll pay for it, but don’t give it more than five, six minutes, okay?”


Turning to Mrs. Caluso and Bobby, he said, “You and you, get in the back of my car and I don’t wanna hear nothing outta either one of you.”


He drove them to the Conemaugh Hospital ER, where, after they’d been treated, he had to listen to Mrs. Caluso say the city better pay their ER bill because Carlucci couldn’t tell attempted murder from aggravated assault.


“Apples and oranges.”


“What?”


“Whether the city pays your bill or not has nothing to do with whatever I write you up for.”


“Oh no, wait, wait, the city gotta pay. I can’t pay those bills ’cause the bastards at public welfare, they suspendered my Medicaid. They said I was cheating them. I don’t know how to cheat them—I only finished ninth grade. And anyways, I don’t even know who it was that turned me in.”


“Doesn’t matter who it was, you’re still talking apples and oranges.”


“What is it with you—apples and oranges? What they gotta do with anything?”


“I’m trying to tell you you’re putting two things together that don’t have anything to do with one another, that’s all.”


“Well why don’t you just say that?”


“Next time it comes up, Mrs. Caluso, I will.”


At the next city council meeting, Solicitor Tom McKelvey advised council to pay for Mrs. Ambrose’s new gutter and downspout and the Calusos’ ER bill for her broken finger and her son’s sutures and tetanus shot, but Councilman Egidio Figulli, acting as interim chairman of the Safety Committee during Mayor Angelo Bellotti’s annual vacation, said the committee had not received an Unusual Incident Report and he wasn’t going to approve paying any bills without seeing an UIR no matter what the solicitor said.


The next day, Patrolman Lukosh hesitantly approached Carlucci in the parking lot and wanted to know if he’d screwed up and if he did how could he make it right.


“You give a copy of your report to the city engineer like I told you? Send one to each woman? One to the chief? One to records? Back it up in your personal file?”


Lukosh nodded six times.


“Well so did I, so you got nothing to worry about.”


“You sure nobody’s pissed off about something I did?”


“What’d I just say?”


“I know what you said, but I’m, you know, I’m still trying to, uh, find my way around, find my way around here.”


“Listen, man, I was born here, raised here, I still live in the house I was raised in. And except for the three years I was in the army, and the one year I worked at Kmart, the only thing I’ve ever done is be a cop right here. If anybody’s pissed off at anybody, it’s Councilman Figulli and I’m who he’s pissed off at. Don’t have nothing to do with you. He’s been on me to retire for the last two, three years.”


“And you don’t want to retire?”


“Nah. And before you start believing the rumors, I’m gonna tell why I ain’t gonna retire. My mother’s in Mamont. Know what that is?”


Lukosh nodded. “I think.”


“Don’t think. It’s a mental hospital ’bout fifteen miles south of Pittsburgh, and she’s in the general pop there. Almost killed a cop, friend of mine—well, used to be. I started her out in Mental Health here, you know, on a 302 ’cause of what she did to him. Then she kept getting more detention for I forget exactly what, and then she smacked somebody where she is now, got another thirty days. And then she hit somebody else, got six more months.”


“Jesus.”


“The guy she almost killed, the cop, he don’t speak to me anymore, and I don’t blame him, ’cause he ain’t been right since. All he does is talk, constantly. Makes everybody crazy. Except when he sees me. Me, he don’t talk to, he just stares at me. Breaks my heart. And the reason I keep working is I’m building my pension as big as I can get it because if they ever fuck up and let my mother out, I’m gonna need a pile of money to pay people to watch her. So that ought to take care of all the rumors you’re gonna hear about me, and that’s why I’m not gonna retire on the say-so of one big mouth councilman.”


“Oh. Okay. Thanks for telling me.”


——


After Bobby served his four months, he’d started joyriding in cars he claimed he was road testing for his uncle. His uncle scoffed that anybody would think he’d let Bobby road test a tricycle. In fact, Bobby’s previous stay in juvenile detention was for crashing an ’89 Ford into a maple tree in Westfield Township, concussing himself and totaling the car. A state trooper arrived at the scene, woke him up, and asked to see his license, owner’s card, and liability insurance card. Bobby tried “to say somebody probably stole them while he was knocked out, ’cause nobody can hear nothing when you’re out cold.” Didn’t take long for that logic to get around the courthouse.


The trooper ran the plates, and after hearing the trooper’s testimony, the same Family Court judge sentenced Bobby to serve three to eight months and to pay restitution to the car owner and to his uncle. Bobby got partly off the hook because the car owner’s insurance company won a judgment over Uncle Jimmy’s insurance company. The judge then had a change of heart and thought it would be good for Uncle Jimmy to hire Bobby to sweep the shop floor, take the garbage out, and so on, become acquainted with the responsibilities of a job—as long as it didn’t involve driving. Uncle Jimmy agreed because he thought it might shut Bobby’s mother up for a couple weeks. Instead, Mrs. Caluso somehow twisted the idea that Bobby’s wages were to settle Uncle Jimmy’s loss to the other insurance company, and from that she concluded that her baby boy would be sweeping floors and dumping rubbish for the rest of his life.


“He’s putting in so many hours at that goddamn garage he’ll never get to go to college.”


Carlucci stopped drumming.


“Probably be better if he finished high school first.”


“Huh? Was that a wisecrack? What you just said?”


“No. Listen, your relative did not authorize him to take the car, and he saw him take that car, and when I happened to see the car, Bobby was at the Dairy Queen, leaning on the roof, talking to a coupla girls. You need to stop lying for this kid.”


“He’s my baby! I’m never gonna stop lying for him—and I’m not lying now, you’re getting me all mixed up.”


“Go home and think about what you just said, okay? You’ll be notified when his hearing comes up—don’t know why I’m talking, you know the drill. Meantime, juvey’s full, so I’m gonna have to take him down the county.”


“The county jail? You can’t put him in there! Not with all those criminals!”


“Mrs. Caluso, you don’t leave now I’m gonna take you with him. Go home, I’m not gonna tell you again.”


“You Carlucci you, honest to God, you always had it in for him, you act like he’s a killer or something.”


“Nobody’s acting like he’s a killer, don’t exaggerate. He’s a thief. But a big reason he’s a thief, Mrs. Caluso, is ’cause you never figured out sometimes you’re supposed to say no.”


“Oh oh, it’s my fault now, huh? I taught him to steal.”


“That’s not what I said. I said you never told him no, so the kid’s never had to figure out where he stops and the rest of the world starts—I don’t know why I’m wasting time talking here.”


Carlucci pulled Bobby up by his arm, turned him around, and cuffed him.


Twenty minutes later he was doing the paperwork with the duty district justice in Night Court in the Conemaugh County jail.


“This one looks familiar,” DJ Tom Genova said.


Carlucci shrugged. “Been through the system a buncha times. Three for sure I know of. Done at least two out of the last four in juvey detention, probably some of it out of county.”


“And still two days till you’re eighteen? That definitely makes you a juvenile, but yet here you are, in big-boy jail.”


“I think he ought to be segregated at least till his birthday since it’s only a couple days off. I don’t wanna have to answer for what might happen he gets in the general pop, do you? Smart mouth as he got, he could get killed in here.”


Genova agreed and then he and Carlucci completed the paperwork. As a corrections officer started to lead Bobby away, Genova ordered the CO to segregate Bobby for at least seventy-two hours and to make a note in his duty log that Detective Carlucci, the arresting officer, was a witness to that order.


Bobby suddenly came alive when he heard the DJ’s order to segregate him. “Hey, I ain’t going in no solitary, aw no, nothing doing.”


“You been watching too many movies,” Genova said. “Every cell in here’s a solitary. Haven’t had to double anybody up for more than a week now. All the bad guys must be on vacation. Besides, until you make bail the last choice you had was whether or not to steal the car.”


The CO started to lead Bobby away. Bobby stiffened his legs trying to dig in his heels. The CO was a head taller than Bobby, probably fifty pounds heavier, well skilled in take-alongs. He slipped his left arm under Bobby’s right and took hold of his collar, stretching Bobby’s arm upward, lifting him up on his toes.


By the time they reached the door out of the DJ’s office, Bobby was hopping to keep pace with the CO, who said, “Two ways to do everything in here, and you just learned them both.”


Carlucci shook his head just looking at the kid, made a note of when the arraignment ended, 20:32, nodded good night to DJ Genova, and left, picking up both his weapons from the gate guard’s gun box.


Carlucci remembered all this because he no sooner turned the ignition key than the city dispatcher ordered him to report to the station. The dispatcher said nothing else, making Carlucci immediately suspicious.


“Go to channel three,” Carlucci said.


“Negative. I repeat: 10-25 this station.”


“I repeat: switch channels and put me through to the chief.”


Long pause. “Negative. Chief says urgent you return.”


What kind of bullshit is he gonna stick me with now?


Carlucci gave the dispatcher a 10-4 and said he was en route because he couldn’t remember the 10-code for being en route. He hadn’t worked patrol in a year. He was pissed off, as usual, at the city council for not hiring more bodies, pissed at all the married men with young kids in the department who thought a vacation wasn’t a vacation unless it happened in August, pissed at Nowicki because for all five years Nowicki had been chief he still didn’t seem to get that schools were closed in June and July as well as August, or that having children was no better reason for taking vacations in August than not having children was a reason for working double shifts to cover for all the patrolmen who annually spent two weeks in Disney World or Land, whatever the hell it’s called.


Carlucci reminded himself to arrange a meet with William Raiford, the department’s other detective, also unmarried, to see if there wasn’t some way they could reach Nowicki’s sense of fairness about this vacation crap, otherwise they were going to get stuck with double shifts every August until they retired or died, whichever came first.


Who else is out here tonight? What car am I in? Thirty-two? Who was in thirty-one? That rookie? The hell’s his name? DeRenzi? DeRenzo? The hell’s he doing now? Why didn’t they call him? Aw fuck me, man, Nowicki, I know what you’re doing!


Carlucci, driving angry fast, took about six minutes to get from the jail to the station. There, he slowed down so as not to squeal the tires pulling off the street, spent five minutes collecting his gear, strolled across the parking lot, and took the steps into the station as though they were covered with oil, ice, or mud. He eased the door open, tiptoed past the dispatcher who was talking to a nuisance Carlucci recognized and slipped past Nowicki’s office door. Nowicki, his back to the door, was on the phone, rocking in his chair.


Sometimes, Carlucci thought, the little things go your way. The rest of the time on the job, life was just one shitty thing after another, interrupted once in a great while by something stupidly, freakishly, hellaciously dangerous.


At his desk, Carlucci pulled up the template for Unusual Incident Reports, filled in the blanks, sent one copy to his own file, sent another to records, printed one, which he carried into the chief’s office, where he faked surprise at the sight of Nowicki in civvies, still talking on the phone.


“Oh, sorry, Chief, didn’t know you were in here. Hope I’m not disturbing you.”


“Call you back. Rugs, where the hell you been? You answered a call, must’ve been twenty minutes ago. Longer. You telling me you just got here?”


“No, sir, I would never try to tell you a lie like that. I’ve been filling out my UIR. Here’s a copy, sir, for your very own personal file. I think I sent one to you, you know, electronically? But in case it didn’t get here, I thought, you being you and me being me, I’d hand deliver one personally. Sir.”


“Oh will you stop the sir bullshit.”


“Be glad to stop the sir bullshit when it occurs to you that June and July are as much a part of summer as August. And when you convey that info to all the married patrolmen. The ones with the brats who will bust their precious little guts if they don’t get to go to Dizzy World this same month every year. Sir.”


“Rugs, how many years you been busting my balls about this?”


“Oh, I don’t know, sir, how many years you been chief? Five? No, wait. I guess I didn’t really start until the department promoted another detective to sergeant. Which is when both of us—who both happen to be single, that is unmarried without children—until we both got our detecting heads together and discovered we were pulling all this extra goddamn patrol duty every August. I guess that’s when I really started busting your balls about it. Sir.”


“Rugs, gimme a break, council’s not gonna hire anybody until somebody retires—they don’t have the money. How many ways you want me to say that?”


“Oh, wait. Who was that out there with me tonight? What’s his name, DeRenzo? Who retired before he got hired?”


“DeRenzi. Special case. I’m not gonna talk about him.”


“Why? ’Cause somehow he just happens to be related to Figulli? Jesus Christ. Think the whole department doesn’t know that? Nowicki, man, I’ve been a good soldier here. Not once in the five years you been chief have I ever jumped over your head. Had your back the whole way. But I’m getting too old for this patrol crap. Six days last week, six days this week, and why’d you call me in now, huh? As if I don’t know.”


Nowicki coughed to clear his throat. “You’re the only one can handle her, Rugs.”


“I knew it, I fucking knew it! My ass, the only one—I made a mistake, okay? How long you gonna make me pay for that?”


“I’m not making you pay for anything—”


“Aw man, come on, stop it! She didn’t have nothing to do with you or this department. Tell me I’m wrong, go ahead. And how long ago was that anyway? I thought she was straightened out, man, what the fuck? You cannot believe that I knew she was gonna flip out on the job.”


“Rugs, no way I’m gonna send that kid DeRenzi up there, and I don’t care what you believe—I’m not making you pay for nothing ’cause of her. But put yourself in my chair. You sat here. You gonna tell me you’d send a rookie up there? Knowing what you know about her and you?”


“Her and me, huh? Okay, okay, but I’m telling you, Wick, this is it. I’m not doing this patrol shit next year.”


Carlucci went back to his desk, grabbed up his gear bag, glad at least that Nowicki hadn’t used the word “girlfriend.” Even if he had, it wouldn’t have had anything to do with Carlucci’s real girlfriend, Fran Perfetti, who just happened to be Nowicki’s cousin.


Girlfriend was what almost every member of the department had taken to calling Virginia Carpilotti, the “manic-depressive with psychotic episodes.” At least that was the diagnosis the last time she was committed involuntarily. The time before that, a different shrink said she was “paranoid schizophrenic with delusional behavior.”


All Carlucci knew was she’d been driving them all nuts for almost two years now, especially him because he’d made the mistake of vouching for her when she applied for a laborer’s job in the city recreation department. Then, after a week on the job, she said it was time for her to get a suntan. So, just like the guys, she took her shirt off.


When her boss said she couldn’t do that, she started screaming about equal employee regulations and threw a shovel ful of dirt at him. It took two patrolmen and three EMTs to get her to Mental Health. And none found any pleasure in the process, despite some saying afterward how good she looked, you know, really good, for how old she was. Without a shirt. Or a bra.


As he passed the dispatcher’s window, Carlucci leaned in and said, “Know who was after her the last time? The Indians. The Cleveland Indians.”


——


Virginia Carpilotti called herself the Virgin whenever she complained about her husband’s behavior in bed. Her complaints had nothing to do with ability, with “erectile dysfunction” or anything else remotely similar. She was furious because he flat refused to do anything with her that involved sex. Despite her complaints, she lived with him in a four-story house on Norwood Hill. Carlucci also lived on the Hill—only, he liked to thank the God of roads and streets, his home was on the opposite end of the Hill from her.


The streets were arranged so that on alternating terraces down the hill, all the houses on the north side had as many as twenty or more steps up from the street to their front doors, depending on whether they had a porch, while those on the south side fronted the street with their cellars built into the hillside. Over the decades, many of the owners on the south side had added decks to the rear of their first floors.


Tony Carpilotti repeatedly believed the Virgin’s promises that if he took her back this time it would be different: this time she would stay in the cellar and sleep on the single bed he’d brought for her from his mother’s house. This time she would use the kitchen only when the girls were in school and not try to horn in on their meals. This time she would not rearrange the furniture. This time she would not litter the backyard with pots, pans, pencils, pens, clay pots, blankets, towels, soap, and whatever else she found to throw, as she’d done every other time she’d flown into a rage over some offense, real or imagined, from him, the girls, or the neighbors. And this time, like all the other times, she promised she would take her meds, even though they made her fat and kept her from having orgasms, which she claimed had been personally guaranteed to her by God. Almost as an afterthought she promised this time she wouldn’t, cross her heart and hope to die, barge into his bedroom at night to demand to know why he wouldn’t make love to her.


Each time, for a few weeks or even a month, she did as promised, but then, as she would later tell whichever cops responded to the call from one of her daughters or a neighbor, the meds were making her gain weight again and she hated herself when she was fat because nobody loved her when she was fat. So, she threw the lithium down the toilet and doubled up on the Wellbutrin, which helped her shed weight but also, to her ex-husband’s misery, made her horny. Hornier. And up she would come from the cellar in the middle of the night to crawl onto his sleeping body and pound on his chest and scream that any man in his right mind would give a week’s pay to make love to her.


“Christ, I look better than most of those flabby-ass movie stars, Uma what’s-her-name or that skinny bitch George Clooney’s dating—even that one in the new Bond film, she didn’t look half as good as me! Make love to me, goddammit, what’s wrong with you?”


Because Tony had never been athletic or even slightly interested in developing his body, he had to lie under her and take the pounding and the insults until his daughters heard the ruckus and rushed in to pull her off. Usually, that’s when she’d accuse one or both of taking her place in his bed and would grab the one closest to her by the throat and while that one was doing her best to pry Virginia’s hands off her neck, the other would run downstairs and call 911.


——


“Virginia, you got half the Hill awake, turn Sinatra down, please.”


“Ouuu, look who’s here, it’s Juicy Carlucci. What’s the matter, Juicy? Scared to look at me and listen to Frankie at the same time? You oughta be. My husband catches you looking at me, he’ll beat the shit outta you.”


“Virginia, c’mon, he hasn’t been your husband for what is it now, ten months? Last time I talked to him, that’s what he told me.”


“Aw Carlucci, forget all that crap, c’mon, look at me—I’m beautiful. Ask my husband how beautiful I am. And he’s still my husband, I don’t give a shit what all that paperwork says. He can pretend we ain’t married all he wants, but for me it’s what God put together, no goddamn judge is gonna pound his little wooden hammer and ruin it!”


“Virginia, turn it down, please. These old people, they have enough trouble sleeping. C’mon, that’s not nice to do that to them.”


“What’d these geezers ever do for me? Trash me, that’s what. I walk past them, they spit, call me a whore! And what do you say? Huh? Be nice, Virginia, be nice—you come on up here, Carlucci, I’ll be real nice to you.”


Carlucci didn’t move.


“All right, you fucker, if that’s the way you’re gonna be, call the firemen, tell the bastards to smash my front door in, like they did last time. You know that’s the only way you’re getting up here.”


She was partly right. There were no stairs up to the porch from the yard. If Carlucci couldn’t talk her into turning down the volume on her stereo, the only way up was on ladders, and the last time he persuaded the VFD to try that approach, she pushed the ladder away as soon as a fireman got two steps up on it. Then when they put their shoulders into keeping it rigid against the rail, she showered them with a pot of hot linguini. The firemen still hadn’t forgiven Carlucci for that. They ended up going through the front door with axes. But it took three of them plus two EMTs to get her into the ambulance.


“Virginia, you stop taking the lithium again?”


“Whatta you think? That shit makes me fat! I ain’t never getting fat again! I hate getting fat! I hate me when I get fat!”


“So you stopped taking it, right?”


“Here’s a thought. How ’bout you take it, Carlucci, huh?” She spun around and disappeared into the house. Seconds later she was back. She leaned over the railing and rained pills on him.


“Aw come on, Virginia, why’d you do that?”


“They’re all yours, Carlucci. Skinny as you are? Probably been trying to gain weight your whole life, huh? Tell the truth, c’mon. You know what? I hate all you skinny bastards. Don’t run, don’t lift weights, eat any goddamn thing you want, you never gain a pound. All you skinny pricks. If God don’t send you all to hell, it’s probably ’cause he’s a skinny prick himself.”


“You know how much those pills cost Tony? Those things are expensive, Virginia, c’mon.”


“Then you take them. Fatten you right up—they’re generics anyway, don’t cost practically nothing.”


“I don’t wanna fatten up, Virginia. Happy just the way I am.”


“Oh bullshit, nobody’s happy just the way they are. Look at all them TV shows, nobody’s satisfied with what they got. Make over your house, make over your body, don’t like your chin, get an implant, don’t like your cottage cheesy ass, get it sucked right outta there. Weigh two fifty? They can make you lose a hunnert pounds. You’re lying, Carlucci. You ain’t happy just the way you are, that’s bullshit.”


“No, Virginia, I don’t want to be anything else. Someplace else, yeah. Like right now.”


“Oh you’re as fulla shit as Tony, happy just the way he is. N’yeh, n’yeh, n’yeh—here’s Tony, he comes home, first thing he grabs is a beer, next thing it’s the remote, and that’s him, that’s his whole life right there. Asked him one night to take me dancing, you’d think it was the start of World War Three, the Russians are coming, or whoever. Who we fighting now? Can’t keep up with them goddamn guys in Washington! C’mon, Carlucci, who we fighting now, I forget.”


“Maybe you should start reading the paper or watching the news, Virginia, give you something else to think about—instead of yourself all the time.”


“Aw fuck you, read the paper, Jesus. All I ever got from reading the paper was a headache. Who’s killing who, who’s stealing how much, who’s going out of business, who’s getting laid off—that’s supposed to take my mind offa me? Blaaaaah.”


“C’mon, Virginia, please, don’t make me call the firemen, okay? I know from the last time, Tony’s homeowner’s got a five hundred deductible on it, and if I have to call the firemen and you do what you did last time? He’s gonna get stuck for a new door again. Virginia? I know you know that.”


“And what? I’m supposed to give a shit what he gets stuck with? Ha, that’s a good one.”


“Virginia, c’mon, you’re not stupid.”


“Ouu, Carlucci, better watch out, that almost sounded like a compliment.”


“Virginia, listen to me, okay? You keep sticking Tony with all your bills, what do you think’s gonna happen? Sooner or later, he’s gonna tap out, I don’t know why he hasn’t already, but he’s going to, where’s that gonna leave you? I know he’s still paying the mortgage here, he told me he was. But you tap him out? So he can’t make the payments? Then what?”


“Tony’s been poor-mouthing since he was in ninth grade. He got it socked away, don’t you think he don’t. Buys the cheapest beer there is, that Old Milwaukee whatever.”


Carlucci sighed, shook his head. “Virginia, where is he anyway? I need to talk to him.”


“Good luck finding him. Took the girls right after supper, and away they went. You think they tell me where they’re going? Probably some motel.”


“Aw, Virginia, stop it—you make it sound like Tony’s messing with those girls, and I know that ain’t happening, not in a million years.”


“Yeah, right, like you would know.”


“I mean it, Virginia, don’t say things like that, Tony doesn’t deserve that.”


“Like you give a shit what’s really going on in my house.”


“It’s not your house anymore—if it ever was. It’s Tony’s. And I’m through talking. Turn that boom-box off and put some clothes on.”


“Or what?”


“Or I’m calling the firemen.”


“Hey, Carlucci?”


“What?”


“Here’s what I think of you and the firemen.”


Carlucci didn’t know what was coming but something was, so he hustled to get under the cover of the deck. Seconds later he could hear liquid hitting the grass.


“That’s from me to you, Carlucci. Fresh pee-pee, right outta my practically brand new pussy.”


“Aw shit,” he said, switching on his radio.


“No, Carlucci, not shit. Pee.”


He ID’d himself to the 911 dispatcher and gave his location. “I need a fire truck. With portable ladders, you hear? Not the ladder truck, understand? Whatever you do, do not send the ladder truck up here. And no sirens either, there’s enough noise up here already.”


Ten minutes later, Fire Chief Eddie Sitko, holding an aluminum extension ladder over his head, came down the narrow passage between the houses. Alone.


“Where’s the rest of them?”


“Rest of who? Soon as they heard the address, all of a sudden they all got the shits. Fucking pussies. I gotta tell you, Carlucci, those guys came last time? They’re still pissed at you. That hot spaghetti, it’s gonna be a while before they get over that. Okay, let’s get to it.”


“Whoa, wait a minute, whatta you mean, let’s get to it? You know how many guys it took last time?”


“I heard, yeah. But see, if you remember, I wasn’t here. That’s why it took four.”


“Uh-uh, not four. Five. Three of your guys and two EMTs.”


“As usual, Carlucci, you ain’t listening. None of them was me.”


“Chief, I know you take real good care of yourself, all that running, all that lifting weights, but you’re older than Mario Balzic—I know for a fact he’s eighty-four. I was at his last birthday.”


Sitko laid the ladder down and adjusted one of the leg levelers so it would stand straight on the severe slope.


“You comparing me to Balzic? Get outta here, I’m in better shape today than he was when he was forty. He never took care of himself. The way he ate? It’s a fucking miracle he’s still alive.”


“Uh-huh. All right, then forget about him. This is about me now. Just you here? There’s no way I’m going up there, just you and me, uh-uh.”


“Who asked you? Just hold the fucking ladder. Can you do that much? Or do I gotta call my wife?”


Carlucci groaned, shook his head. “You ever seen this woman? I mean have you ever actually laid eyes on her?”


“Hey, Carlucci, what do I have to see her for, she’s a split-tail, okay? Think you can get your dago brain around that? Quit yakking, hold the ladder. Wasted enough time already.”


Sitko hoisted the ladder and slammed it against the deck railing. Carlucci shook his head, steadied the bottom as Sitko charged up the ladder. He was two steps from going over the railing when Virginia appeared with a burning candle in each hand. Without a word, she tilted the candles.


Sitko howled. Dogs all over the hill started barking. He shook his hands and let go of the ladder. Virginia growled, grunted, shoved the ladder, and Sitko and the ladder came crashing backward. The heel of one of Sitko’s boots smacked Carlucci in the temple. He was out when he hit the ground.


When he came to, the ladder was angled across his legs, he was sprawled across Sitko’s legs, Sitko was groaning and squirming to get out from under him. Virginia was laughing maniacally. Carlucci cursed, struggled, pulled his legs out from under the ladder, rolled to his right.


Set off Sitko howling again. “Get off! Carlucci, get off me! Crazy fucking cunt.”


Virginia stopped laughing long enough to say, “Crazy fucking chief.”


On the boom-box, Frank Sinatra was singing “That Old Black Magic.”


“Oh, Virginia, you did it now,” Carlucci said, looking up at her and rubbing his head. She’d taken the sheer nightie off and was once again dancing, this time mostly in one place, near the railing, a lit candle in each hand.


“Ouu, what’d I do, Juicy, huh? Did I do something? C’mon, tell me, what?”


“I’ll tell you what you did,” Sitko said. “You fucked with the wrong guy.”


Groaning, rolling sideways, hissing, spitting, Sitko got to his knees. Started clawing wax off his hands. “I don’t care how fucking crazy everybody says you are, you’re gonna wish you never dumped that wax on me and you shoulda never fucking pushed that ladder.”


“Hey, Mister Chiefy, I’m just a split-tail, remember?”


Carlucci’s head was throbbing, he could feel a knot rising just above his right temple. At least it was on the outside.


Sitko was trying to stand up. His knees buckled. He grabbed his lower back with both hands. Glared up at Virginia, who was still dancing and laughing, but more quietly now.


“We ain’t done yet, girlie. Not by a long fucking shot.”


“Promises, promises,” she cooed back at him, making circles with her hips, first in one direction, then the other.


“Virginia, you got any cold packs? Or ice?”


“Huh? What for?”


“I got whacked in the head, kicked, I don’t know, maybe the ladder hit me.”


“Say please.”


“C’mon, Virginia, Jesus, quit screwing around.”


“Say pretty please with a cherry on top.”


“I’m starting to believe you. Fucking broad is nuts.”


She upended newly melted wax on Sitko, who stumbled, turned away, caught most of it on his neck. Screamed again. Set off all the dogs again.


“You did it now, bitch!” Sitko snatched up the ladder and slammed it against the porch railing at a much less steep angle this time. He bounded up the ladder while Virginia scurried around, picking up more candles.


Carlucci wondered why she didn’t just pop Sitko in the head with one of the candles. Some of them were a foot long, thick as a salami.


All those years of running and lifting weights had done something for Sitko, because eighty years old or not, he was up and over the railing just as she was turning around. Carlucci couldn’t see but he did hear Virginia scream, heard her crashing down on her rump, scattering candles all over the deck.


“Jesus Christ, you broke my nose! You fucker, you broke my nose!”


Next thing Carlucci heard was Frank Sinatra’s “Old Black Magic” cut off mid-note. Then he heard Sitko grunting, and the boombox crashing into the yard, pieces flying everywhere.


“Hey! If you ruined that CD, you bastard—”


“One more word outta you, bitch, and you’re going over the railing.”


“You bastard, you broke my nose, you broke my stereo, fuck you! Fuck you!”


“You asked for it, goddammit!”


“Chief? Yo, Chief? That’s enough!”


Grunts, curses, punches, kicks roared through Carlucci’s throbbing head. He ordered them to stop. They ignored him. He pleaded. They kept fighting. He drew his Beretta, fired three rounds into the dirt, and shouted, “Freeze, goddammit!”


Stunned by the gunshots, they stopped. Even the dogs got quiet. Seconds passed. Then Sitko howled again, louder than before, making Carlucci’s temple pound.


Sitko crumpled to the deck.


“Virginia?” Carlucci called several times. When she didn’t answer, and despite his every instinct to the contrary, he scrambled up the ladder and over the railing.


Sitko, knees drawn up to his chest, rolled from side to side on his back, moaning, whimpering, holding both hands over his crotch.


“Jesus, Virginia, what’d you do to him?”


“I grabbed his balls and I twisted, that’s what I did,” she said, squeezing and twisting the air with her right hand until it was a fist and shaking it at Carlucci. Suddenly she bent over and began searching for something on the deck floor.


“Virginia, freeze, you hear me? Freeze!”


“It’s around here somewhere, I know it is.”


“Last time, Virginia, freeze!”


“Oh freeze this,” she said, shaking her butt at him. “Musta left it in the kitchen.”


She straightened up, started to run past Carlucci. He turned his Beretta sideways and slapped her forehead with it as she rushed by. Her knees buckled. She started to go down. He caught her right arm and eased her down. Smacking her with his pistol was bad enough. Her head hit the deck, Jesus, how much trouble do I want?


He rolled her onto her stomach, pulled both hands behind her, and cuffed her. Then he ran through the house to his car. Opened the passenger door. Unzipped his kit. Rooted around until he found a bunch of plastic ties.


Back out on the porch, Virginia was trying to sit up. Carlucci knew he didn’t have much time. If he didn’t use the plastic ties to hook her ankles to the handcuffs, he was in for it. No way was he a match for her. She sighed heavily and fell onto her back again. Carlucci rolled her over, hooked the chain of plastic ties to the handcuffs and then to her ankles.


When he straightened up, he was sweating, breathing hard, but Virginia was hog-tied—not to the point where she’d have trouble breathing, but just enough to where she couldn’t hurt herself or anybody else. The front of her head was swelling, fast. Blood was gushing from her nose.


He reached for his radio. Shit. Wasn’t on his belt. Must’ve dropped it when Sitko came flying back. Instead of trying to find it in the bad light below, he hustled out to the street, used his car radio to call for two ambulances. With luck, each would have crews of two EMTs, enough bodies to get Virginia to Mental Health and Sitko to the ER.


With an afghan he’d grabbed off the living room couch, Carlucci got back on the deck, found Sitko still on his back, knees drawn up, eyes squeezed shut, holding his crotch, cursing Virginia, ball busters, and nut squeezers everywhere. Carlucci draped the afghan over Virginia, who immediately started wriggling to shake it off.


“Get this offa me—get if off! You got this offa the couch!”


“Okay, okay, hold up, Jesus.”


“Everything in there—this is what you bring? Tony got this outta my mother’s house on purpose, it’s all wool. Fucker knows wool makes me itch. Get it off me, Carlucci! Off!”


“Virginia, you keep scooching around like that, you’re gonna get splinters in your, uh, chest.”


“Listen to you. Chest. Can’t even say tits. How ’bout boobs, Carlucci, can ya even say boobs, huh?”


“You knew what I meant.”


“God, you’re such a wuss, you’re worse’n Tony—get this thing offa me, goddammit!”


“Whatever it is, Carlucci, you leave it right where it is—hope it fucking itches her to death.”


——


It was 2:30 a.m. when Carlucci finally got home. His knees were shaking as he climbed the steps up to his front porch. Inside, he dropped his kit beside the front door, and sank onto the couch to strip off his backup gun and ankle holster. He eased backward until his head touched the top of the couch. He knew his ridiculously long and thoroughly crappy night was going to get longer and crappier because he had reached the point where the excitement of everything that happened on Virginia Carpilotti’s porch was bouncing off his physical exhaustion like a hot wire; it was going to be hours before he could sleep.


He kicked off his shoes, shoved them aside, padded into the kitchen. Warm milk was what he needed. Sliced turkey breast. Tryptophan. Lots of it.


On his way to the fridge, he saw three messages on his machine. He poked the play button. The first must have been a wrong number, just a pause and a click. The second started and he heard a welcome voice saying, “I don’t care when you get in, call me.” The next call, recorded two hours later, after midnight, was the same.


He lifted the phone, touched the only non-work-related number on his speed dial. He opened the fridge, filled a two-cup measuring pitcher with milk and grabbed the package of sliced turkey out of the deli drawer. Before he could get the milk into the microwave, Franny Perfetti picked up, sounding very wide awake.


“This you, Rugs?”


“Bad day? Bad night? Or both?”


“I’ll tell you mine if you tell me yours.”


“Two words. Virginia Carpilotti.”


“Oh God you just had a go-round with her—like two weeks ago?”


“Gone around with her so many times, can’t keep track. You know, the thing I wonder about her—no, no, you first. I don’t wanna think about her anymore.”


“I know what you mean,” she said, speaking slowly.


Carlucci thought there was something wrong with how she sounded, like maybe she’d been to a dentist? Nah.


“Got a newbie tonight,” she said. “Total denial. Pissed off at everybody, the judge, the group, me, just yelling at everybody, about everything. God, I don’t know how anybody can just keep yelling like that. Any time anybody said anything, she’d jump in with how stupid that was, how stupid the whole thing was, and we were all a bunch of stupid assholes, and she kept it up the whole session. I was ready to strangle her. Didn’t get one damn thing accomplished. Maybe one thing, her venting—if that’s an accomplishment.”


“Might’ve been,” Carlucci said, rolling up a couple slices of turkey and holding them in his mouth while he set the milk in the microwave and the timer for fifty seconds.


He bit off some turkey and chewed for a moment. After he swallowed, he said, “Must be something else.”


“Huh? Something else? Me?”


“Yeah. Every time you get a newbie they’re either feeling way sorry for themselves or they’re pissed or they’re just locked in, right? I mean, isn’t that the usual, one of the three? Or all three?”


“Yeah. I guess.”


“You guess? C’mon. Must be something else. A doper belly aching loudly, that wouldn’t be a two-message night, you know, call me no matter when.”
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