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PROLOGUE



ZAK KARP FLEXED AGAINST THE ropes that bound his wrists to the arms of the wooden chair. It did no good. He kicked his legs, grunted, and gasped; the veins in his muscular forearms and one in his forehead bulged from the exertion. With a curse he gave up, his breath coming out in white clouds of condensation in the frigid air.


Sitting in the chair next to him with his eyes closed, Zak’s twin brother, Giancarlo, let his breath out slowly. “Quit fighting it,” he said quietly, and then opened his eyes. “The more you struggle, the tighter the knots get. I think if I can just relax enough, I might be able to slip out of mine. But I can’t concentrate with you thrashing around like a fish out of water.”


“Well, you better hurry before our ‘friend’ gets back, oh great Yoda,” Zak replied. “I’m too young to die . . . I’ve never even been past third base with a girl or pitched for the Yankees. And, I was about to become bar mitzvah with every obnoxious, pimple-faced thirteen-year-old Jewish kid on the Upper East Side.”


Giancarlo couldn’t help chuckling at his twin’s dark humor despite their predicament. But then he frowned. “I thought you gave up on that,” he said. “You didn’t want to identify as being a Jew anymore.”


As Giancarlo spoke he studied his “older” brother’s handsome face with its strong Italian features and coloring of their mother, Marlene Ciampi. He knew there was some bruising on the other side of his face from blows he’d received from their abductor, but Zak was a tough guy and not about to acknowledge that it hurt. He was Giancarlo’s elder only by a few minutes but all of their lives he’d been first in many ways. Bigger, stronger, faster—the better, more natural athlete. He’d also been born with the fiery temperament of the Mediterranean side of their family, which sometimes worked to his advantage—such as making quick decisions and following through without hesitation—but had also landed them in hot water on occasion. Such as now, Giancarlo thought.


Giancarlo had the more delicate visage—still leaning more toward their mother’s Sicilian ancestry than their father’s Slavic roots, but more refined and paler than his brother. Although an average, if determined, athlete, he also played a half-dozen instruments from the violin to the accordion, and schoolwork came easily for him. Zak was no slouch when it came to brains, even if he sometimes acted before thinking, but Giancarlo was decidedly the more cerebral, and cautious, of the two.


“Yeah, well, maybe this Nazi son of a bitch changed my mind for me,” Zak retorted, and then twisted violently against the restraints for what little good it did. He bellowed with helplessness.


They both knew that no one would hear him. The old tenement building was as solid as the Manhattan bedrock on which it stood. Rust-colored brick walls, thick subflooring, and massive beams that comprised the loft seemed to absorb sound into the shadows. They could hear the outside world through the missing panes of glass in some of the windows. But other than the loud clomping of their heavy-booted captor’s comings and goings, they’d not heard any other sounds of habitation from the floors below them.


The loft itself appeared to be in the midst of a renovation project that had ground to a halt. Several sawhorses and odd bits of lumber and drywall, as well as the bench, were scattered around the largely empty open space. But no workmen had been by in the two days since their abduction, and the teens had surmised that they were sitting in the detritus of yet another New York City developer who’d run out of money in mid-construction.


The building itself was near the East River, and they could clearly hear the frequent sounds of water traffic, especially the clarion whistles of the tugboats, which seemed to be both plentiful and close by. Most of the windows in the loft were boarded up or covered with sheets, but by craning their necks, they could see through two large picture windows behind them that weren’t covered. Across a short distance they observed another former tenement that had been converted to condominiums with lots of windows and a new façade partly covering the old bricks.


“I hope that’s because you’ve had a change of heart about what it means to be a Jew, not because you’re afraid of what might happen,” Giancarlo said. “Because if that’s the case, you’d be better off committing to Mom’s Catholic side of the family. That way you can ask for forgiveness and poof when you die you go straight to paradise. Judaism’s a little nebulous on whether there’s any such thing as heaven.”


“Up yours,” Zak retorted. “I’m serious. This guy’s an example of what Jews have always had to put up with. If I have to die, like Mrs. Lubinsky said, I’ll choose to do it as a Jew; I’m just saying I’d like to get through my bar mitzvah first.”


Giancarlo bit off the sarcastic remark he was going to make and nodded. “Sorry I doubted you.”


“Yeah, it’s okay,” Zak replied. “I would have doubted me, too. But enough of all this talk about dying; I’m not ready. So start meditating or whatever it is you do and make like Houdini and escape before the Storm Trooper gets back.”


Giancarlo’s response was interrupted by a moan from their right. They looked over to where an old woman lay on a filthy mattress that had been placed on the floor.


“I don’t think Goldie’s doing so good,” Zak observed. “She hasn’t opened her eyes since we got here.”


Giancarlo shook his head, then suddenly shrieked.


“Jesus! What’s the matter with you?” Zak demanded in anger and alarm.


“A rat! A rat just crawled up on my shoulder!”


“Where is it now?”


“I don’t know; it jumped down when I shouted!”


“You mean when you screamed like a twelve-year-old girl at a Justin Bieber concert. I thought it was something serious.”


“I don’t like rats.”


“You and our pal,” Zak said. “You see the way he freaks when he sees a rat? Anyway, it’s gone now so go back to being calm and get us out of here.”


Giancarlo had just closed his eyes again when they heard someone stomping up the stairs and knew that their abductor had returned. The door opened, revealing a tall young man in his midtwenties with a shaved, bullet-shaped head and the sculpted body of a weight lifter. His thin lips turned down in a perpetual frown, and his dark eyes had a feral intelligence to them. But his notable features were the “Sieg Heil” that had been tattooed in black letters two-inches high across his forehead, and the swastikas inked onto the temples on either side of his head.


The young man trudged into the room and stopped next to the workbench. “Looks like the old Jew bitch isn’t long for this world anyway, ja mein kleiner Juden?”


“Give me a break with the lousy German,” Zak scoffed. “You’re just a muscle freak from Brooklyn, and you sound like a bad Arnold Schwarzenegger movie.”


The young man’s face flushed dark red as he stormed over to where the twins sat. “Great, now you’ve done it again,” Giancarlo said dryly. This wasn’t the first time his brother had antagonized their abductor, hence the bruising.


However, just as the young man raised his hand to hit him, Zak yelled, “Hey creep, you see the rat?”


The young man stopped in his tracks and his eyes grew round with fear. He whirled in the direction Zak was nodding. In the shadows over by the wall, a large gray rat sat on its haunches watching them. Looking around wildly, the young man picked up a piece of wood from the floor and flung it at the rodent. The rat easily dodged the missile and scampered back through a hole in the wall of one corner of the room.


Turning back toward the twins, the young man sneered. “I’m not afraid of a fucking rat.”


“Yeah, sure you’re not. That’s why you’re shaking like a leaf.”


This time the young man backhanded Zak across his face. The teen absorbed the blow without a sound, except to spit blood out from his now-split lips. He glared up at his assailant. “You’ll regret that.”


The young man raised his hand again but hesitated when their eyes met. He quavered ever so slightly and lowered his hand. “We’ll see who has regrets here in a minute when you’re begging for your life,” he laughed. He held up a cell phone as he typed in a number. There was a pause as he listened to the line ringing.


“You there, Karp?” he snarled. “I’m putting you on speakerphone.”


“I’m here,” a voice replied. “Let the boys and the woman go; they had nothing to do with what happened to your mother.”


The young man laughed derisively. He picked a gun up off of the table, an older model Luger, and walked toward the twins. “Are you listening, Karp?” he shouted. “I want you to hear me shoot your sons.”


“They didn’t do anything to you,” Karp replied evenly.


“No, but you did,” the young man repeated. “My mom’s dead because I wasn’t there to save her. And you know why, Karp? Because you and your nigger cop had me locked up.”


“You were arrested for refusing a lawful command.”


“I was arrested because I’m white, and I was exercising my right to free speech,” the young man retorted. “And then you kept me in jail because you think I planted that bomb.”


“I was asking you questions,” Karp said. “That’s my job. Look, I know you didn’t plant that bomb.”


“You’re lying; all Jews lie,” the young man yelled into the phone. “You’re trying to trick me. Besides, it is too late and you and I both know it. But you made me do it, Karp. I told you my mom needed me, but you wouldn’t listen. Instead, you decided I was guilty and went after my mom.”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean you fucking burned my mom’s apartment while I was in jail!”


“That’s not true. She was smoking in bed and her cigarette started a fire.”


The young man’s face contorted in rage. “More lies! I’m not listening to any more lies. So I’m going to give you a choice, Karp, which kid gets it first?”


“Please, as a father I’m asking you not to do this . . .”


“Dad?” Giancarlo said.


“It’s okay. It’s going to be okay.”


“See, you’ll even lie to your kids,” the young man said. “It’s not going to be okay. But I am going to give you a choice, Karp, which one do I shoot first?”


“Me, shoot me.” The old woman’s voice surprised them all. Goldie Sobelman was standing unsteadily on her feet, her hands bound at the wrist in front of her. “I’m old. Shoot me if you must kill someone for your mother.”


The young man pointed the gun at her.


“No, me,” Giancarlo said. “I’m not afraid of you, you Nazi son of a bitch.”


The young man’s eyes blazed with rage as he swung the gun back toward Giancarlo. “Well, you should be,” he snarled.


“Hey, asshole!” Zak yelled.


“WHAT?” the young man shouted back.


“Catch.”
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Brooklyn, weeks earlier


THE LARGE MAN IN THE Brooks Brothers suit sitting in the back of the bar on Jay Street in Brooklyn nudged the nicely dressed younger man next to him. “There’s the bitch now.” He then rose from his seat and lifted his hand as the slightly stooped, elderly, gray-haired woman bundled against the cold in a long wool coat walked in the door.


She spotted him and grimaced as if she’d just smelled something rotten before she noticed the young man. A look of pain and sorrow crossed her face, but when he couldn’t look her in the eyes, she took a deep breath and let it out with the shake of her head. Her mouth was set in a firm, hard line as she navigated through the other patrons to their table.


When she arrived, the older of the two men stuck out his hand, but she ignored it and turned toward his younger companion. “I can’t say I approve of the company you keep these days, Micah, but it is nice to see you,” she said as she sat down.


“It’s good to see you, too, Rose,” Micah Gallo replied quietly.


A waitress strolled over and Rose Lubinsky asked for a glass of water. Shrugging, the older man tapped the rim of his highball glass to indicate that he wanted another Old Forester bourbon. Pricey stuff, but the president of the largest teachers union in New York State, with his quarter-of-a-million-dollar salary and under-the-table perks, could afford it.


Despite his expensive tastes in clothes, cars, women, and bourbon, Thomas “Tommy” Monroe came from the old Irish-Italian neighborhood of Bensonhurst, the son of a schoolteacher mom and a truck-driving father. A big guy, he’d played football for a second-tier college team until he got kicked off the squad for fighting with his teammates and coaches, and then walking out on an “anger management” class he’d been ordered to attend if he wanted to stay. Following an “incident” in which he’d been accused of raping a coed at a fraternity party, he’d then been invited to leave the college altogether and had to finish his degree and get his teacher’s certificate at a small liberal arts college in New Jersey that didn’t care about his character as long as he paid his tuition.


After graduation, he took a job as a PE teacher and wrestling coach at Public School 238 in Brooklyn but found his true calling working for the Greater New York Teachers Federation. Like all other public school teachers, he’d had to sign up with the union when he first got hired—there was no choice in the matter and dues were automatically taken out of his paycheck. But as the son of a teamster and a proud member of the teachers union, he’d been fine with it and soon found out that his penchant for cracking heads and kicking asses on behalf of the GNYTF was useful to the hierarchy. He could turn on the macho charm when necessary, but it was his ruthlessness and street smarts that helped him climb the union power ladder and eventually got him elected president.


That had been twenty years ago and now in his early sixties, the former athlete had gone to seed. His ruddy Irish face and red nose belied his affection for booze and the good life, as did the beer belly that hung over the top of his expensive, tailored pants. And he’d long since lost his sense of duty to union members, except as pawns to manipulate in order to stay in power and fund his lifestyle.


“Whatever works” was his motto when dealing with opponents, both those inside the union—including reform-minded individuals—and those on the outside. One of the most tenacious of the latter, and the reason for this meeting with Rose Lubinsky, were the proponents of charter schools. The charter school movement in New York got its start in 1998, and after being held in check—mainly due to union lobbying—for ten years, had been expanding ever since thanks in large part to Lubinsky, the president of the New York Charter Schools Association and the heart and soul of the movement. Limited to a hundred schools in that first decade, there were four times that number now and a serious threat to the union and thus to Monroe.


The reasons were simple. First of all, the charter schools, although public and taxpayer-funded, were nonunion. This diluted the power of the traditional large teachers unions like the GNYTF to control education in New York State. And every one of those nonunion teachers represented a loss in union dues. Fewer bucks meant losing political clout by curtailing lobbying, or outright buying of, politicians and the leaders of the union-funded, anti-charter parent groups. It also meant less money for the union president’s salary and bonuses, as well as the hidden slush fund available for his “expenses.”


For the first time in years, Monroe felt his position as union president was being threatened by increasingly unhappy members. Every student sitting in a charter schoolroom instead of the union-dominated public school rolls meant less money from the state and federal governments which based their financial support on enrollment. Losing funding affected raises and bonuses for union teachers, too. However, the members’ dissatisfaction was as much about working conditions as it was money. Public school classes were overcrowded, filled with indifferent and even hostile students, and lacked any support from most of the parents.


Charter schools were a different story with a combination of better or equal pay, safer working conditions, students who wanted to learn, and administrations that by and large saw themselves as partners with their faculty. The best teachers, as well as the more dedicated students, were leaving the public schools as fast as they could find an opening with a charter school. Only the limited number of positions available kept the desertions from becoming an all-out stampede.


Meanwhile, union members were openly questioning if Monroe was losing his grip. Meetings were becoming increasingly contentious, and his spies reported teachers grumbling about his ostentatious lifestyle; his reform-minded union opponents were gaining ground.


Since the beginning, Monroe had fought the charter school movement tooth and nail. Fear had been a major tactic, telling teachers that charter schools were a threat to the union, and without the union to protect them, all the benefits like pensions, health coverage, and wages they’d won over the years would be lost. Using a public relations firm, and aided by a compliant media, he mislabeled charter schools “elitist,” especially in black and Hispanic neighborhoods, claiming that they were a conservative white man’s conspiracy to remove the best and brightest from the “ ’hood” and leave everyone else to suffer. It didn’t matter to his public relations spiel that charter school enrollment was predominantly from minority neighborhoods. “Divide and conquer” was the purpose behind “racist” charter schools, he claimed, and that played well with his core constituency.


If words and fear didn’t work, he fell back on payoffs and intimidation, including physical attacks and character assassination. A few years earlier, he’d employed such against one particularly difficult opponent, the man now sitting next to him, Micah Gallo, at the time a young, energetic Hispanic who had started the first charter school in Brooklyn for low-income, disadvantaged children.


Gallo had grown up in that neighborhood, had even been the leader of a gang. But he survived the public schools and after graduating from a teachers college had quickly signed on with Lubinsky and the charter school association, which helped him launch the Bedford-Stuyvesant Charter School. The school had been a resounding success. Although its teachers were initially paid less than union teachers in the public schools, their working conditions were far superior, even though they’d had to share space with a public school, and soon the students’ test scores outstripped their public school counterparts by large margins.


Monroe felt the tide turning against him and the union when The New York Times published a big feature story on Gallo and his school, comparing it favorably to the public schools in the five boroughs. When the story came out, and then was picked up by local television stations, Monroe took a lot of heat from union teachers and parents. It had made them look bad, they said, and they wanted to know why he’d been unable to counter. This time they weren’t so accepting of his promises to quash the charter school movement, and his attempts to get his pals in the media to back him met with shrugs and noncommittal responses.


Monroe decided that it was time to eliminate the competition and started by trying to buy Gallo. He offered him the position of assistant superintendent of the Greater New York school system at a salary many times what he made at the charter school with broad hints of there being more where that came from. The young man turned him down and threatened to go to the press if he tried to bribe him again.


So he reverted to his more base nature. He arranged for die-hard union supporters to try to intimidate Gallo by lurking outside the school and following him home. They punctured his tires and scratched the paint on his car. When that didn’t work, a “specialist” was called in; in the dead of night, Gallo’s car was firebombed.


Instead of chasing Gallo off, however, the bombing backfired. Charter school parents started escorting him to and from work and watched his neighborhood. An even more in-depth article appeared in a weekly alternative newspaper, The West Village Spectator, written by investigative journalist Ariadne Stupenagel. The article and citizen complaints put the pressure on the police to step up patrols and get serious about trying to catch his antagonists. Even Monroe’s ties to the police union reps did him no good; in fact, he was warned that if something bad happened to Gallo all bets were off.


Gallo weathered the storm, though not without damage. Monroe’s spies reported that he didn’t appear to be sleeping well and dark circles had appeared below his eyes. “He seems tense, like another good shove and he might break,” one said. But he refused to give in, and Monroe looked for the proverbial last straw. Alas, Olivia Stone, his longtime partner in crime, provided it.


Stone, the former attorney for the teachers union, had high aspirations. With the financial and “get the vote out” backing of the union, Stone had campaigned for and been elected district attorney of Kings County, which encompassed all of the two million–plus residents of Brooklyn. She was unqualified for the job, having spent a few years in the Legal Aid Society Office before following the money to the teachers union. However, the incumbent district attorney’s campaign had been torpedoed by scandal—an alleged affair with a stripper from the Brighton Beach section of Brooklyn—two weeks before the election. Of course, Monroe’s political operatives created and disseminated the faux rumored affair. By the time the incumbent had dispelled the false allegations, the smear tactic had worked; he was out of office and Stone was in.


It was real handy to have the DA of Kings County to help deal with problems, such as Micah Gallo. They’d concocted a plan to finish the job that Monroe had started. When one of Monroe’s spies told him that Gallo sometimes took his school laptop computer home with him, they knew they had what they needed.


Gallo’s school was actually located in a portion of one of Brooklyn’s shuttered public high schools. As charter schools were still tax-supported and the equipment inside the schools was owned by the public, technically, taking the laptop to his residence—even if for work purposes—was illegally removing school property.


A cooperative police detective took an anonymous complaint from a “concerned source” that school equipment had been disappearing and that Gallo was suspected of selling it off and lining his own pockets with the proceeds. Stone secured a search warrant from a union-supported judge and the police raided Gallo’s home where not only was the “stolen school property” laptop located but also several other pieces of equipment.


Of course, it was all a big setup. Teachers and administrators routinely took work-related material and equipment home. The additional “public school equipment” was planted. Gallo was arrested.


This time Monroe’s lackeys in the press were only too happy to jump all over the story. The former gangbanger-turned-heroic-educator’s fall from grace was just too good a scandal. A little bird had even tipped off a photographer for the New York Post so that there was a perp photo on page three of Gallo being led from his home in handcuffs.


Monroe at first declined to comment on “the unfortunate situation.” But when pressed for a quote, he “reluctantly” acknowledged that “the lack of oversight and supervision” at charter schools was one of the “major drawbacks. They sort of operate under their own rules even with taxpayer money.”


Gallo still had his supporters in the media, including Stupenagel, who wrote a scathing piece about the “politically motivated attack on charter schools by drumming up a ridiculous charge against one of the charter schools movement’s bright young stars.” The reporter noted the connection between Monroe and Stone and accused the two of “colluding in order to preserve the union’s power and influence.”


Monroe denied any involvement in Gallo’s troubles. However, Stone shot back at the critics in media interviews by noting “we don’t make the laws; we are charged with enforcing them and prosecuting those who break them. We believe, and the grand jury agreed, that there is sufficient evidence indicating that Mr. Gallo broke the law, stole equipment owned by the taxpayers, and needs to answer for that. However, we will try this case in court, not the media.”


Gallo had his other supporters, too, chief among them Rose Lubinsky. She had taken the fight to the media, some of which questioned the motives behind Stone’s prosecution of Gallo. The district attorney took a lot of heat, but she didn’t cave. She knew the power and money she craved relied on the support from the teachers union. Stone and Monroe were determined to create a chilling effect on other charter supporters by prosecuting and breaking Gallo.


Besides, Monroe thought, if Stone backed off, Gallo would have become the darling of the media and Stone would have taken a major political hit. By sticking to her “we don’t make the laws” mantra and going forward with the charges against Gallo she could attack the charter school system and argue that she had no choice but to follow up on the case presented to her by the police.


Unfortunately for Gallo, neither he nor the charter system was insured for this sort of legal battle. Determined to save his freedom and reputation against the false charges, he spent his life savings and mortgaged his home. The school was forced to close.


Told that Gallo was desperate, Monroe arranged a meeting. He told the young man that not only could he make the charges go away, but “I like your spunk, kid” and that he would hire him as his personal aide. It was a lifeline thrown by the devil, but Gallo grabbed it.


In the few years since, Gallo had sealed the deal by becoming the union’s chief anti-charter school advocate. Of course, he knew where the warts were in the charter system and how best to attack the public’s perception of its schools. He’d become such a vocal opponent of “elitist, racist” charter schools that Monroe sometimes wondered if the young man truly believed what he was saying.


Broken psychologically, financially, and physically, Gallo had taken to the hefty union salary and “perks” like a newborn to his mother’s breast. The young man with the cool car, tailored suits, and a 3,000-square-foot condo in Brooklyn Heights looking out over the East River at the Manhattan skyline seemed a different character altogether from the fiery crusader for education reform and charter schools.


However, Monroe’s strategic conversion of Gallo had not destroyed the charter school movement. Indeed, those in the association had circled the wagons and then led by Rose Lubinsky had become even more cohesive and determined. Also a leader in the New York City Jewish community, Lubinsky was beyond reproach and there was not going to be any going after her on trumped-up charges. Not in Manhattan where New York County DA Roger “Butch” Karp was impervious to outside pressure.


Lubinsky rightfully blamed Monroe and Stone for her protégé’s downfall. A brilliant strategist, she had built her political, financial, and academic bona fides upon the charter schools’ quantified academic success. Their statewide reading and math test scores embarrassingly overwhelmed its failing public school counterparts. Her efforts were about to finally culminate in a bill currently before the New York legislature that would not only increase state funding for charter schools but also increase its numbers, as well as implement a voucher system allowing school parents to place their children in success-driven schools and avoid dangerous and underperforming public schools.


Under Monroe’s direction, the union and its backers had attacked the proposed legislation, throwing money at politicians, advertising agencies, and “pay-as-you-go” protesters who assembled outside Albany’s capitol building to wave their signs and shout slogans that Monroe’s hired public relations firm dreamed up. However, his lobbyists had just that morning told him that public sentiment in favor of charter schools and vouchers was running at such a high level that even the greediest of Albany’s corrupt public servants were running scared.


Demonstrators in favor of the charter school legislation were petitioning Albany’s legislators in overwhelming numbers. Already, there were in excess of fifty thousand students on charter school waiting lists. Guided by Lubinsky, the New York Charter Schools Association had launched an adroit advertising campaign that was long on the facts reflecting academic achievement and devoid of contentious mudslinging. Several of the charter school ads struck a note of conciliation in an effort to appeal to the reform-minded members of the union as “partners in our children’s education.” And that alone, according to Monroe’s political advisers, was enough to cause a seismic shift beneath the power-structure of the union and his position in it.


Something had to be done and that was why Rose Lubinsky was sitting across from him at the Jay Street Bar and why he’d brought Gallo along hoping that the young man might appeal to her emotionally. But in body language and tone she obviously didn’t want to be there.


“Need another beer, Micah?” he asked.


“No, I’m good, thanks,” Gallo replied, still not looking at his former mentor.


“Suit yourself,” Monroe said before turning his attention back to Lubinsky. “I hear congratulations are in order . . . you have a book coming out about your life?”


“That’s right, but I’m not here to socialize, Monroe,” Lubinsky said, her voice hard and clipped, which brought out the slight accent of her native Poland.


Monroe smiled though he personally loathed and feared the woman. He spread his hands. “I was hoping we might reach an accommodation on the assembly bill,” he said.


“The New York Charter School Fairness in Education Act you mean,” Lubinsky said without humor.


“Yeah, that one.”


“Accommodation,” Lubinsky snorted derisively. “You mean you’re going down in flames and trying to save your bacon.”


Monroe’s smile disappeared. “It’s going to be a hard fight either way, and in the meantime a lot of money is being tossed around that would be better off spent on students and teachers’ salaries.”


This time, Lubinsky laughed so hard that tears sprang to her eyes. “Tommy Monroe, that’s a rich one,” she said when she was able to pull herself together. “As if that has ever been your priority.” She leaned across the table and glared. “Public schools in the five boroughs are all but war zones, Monroe. Even metal detectors don’t deter the violence and threats. Teachers and students who want an education are caught in the crossfire, and what have you done about it, except line your pockets with union dues.”


Lubinsky glanced over at Gallo, who blinked twice and looked away. “When I started as a schoolteacher,” she continued, “I was all for the union. Someone needed to stand up for better wages and working conditions. We needed tenure to make sure the politicos weren’t firing teachers or censoring those who didn’t agree with them. But somewhere along the line, the union lost its way. Guys like you took over and created your own little fiefdoms and dropped the ball for the students and the good teachers. Now you can’t get rid of bad teachers, not without a lot of money and time; even if you can get them out of the classroom, they’re put into your ‘rubber rooms,’ where they hang out on the computer and run their own businesses or chat on Facebook, all on the taxpayer’s dime. But just for another good laugh, tell me about this ‘accommodation’ you’re offering.”


All semblance of friendliness left Monroe’s face. He sat back in his chair and drained the remaining bourbon left in his glass. He then waved for the waitress to bring him another shot.


“You get the bill withdrawn,” he said, “and we both announce a joint committee to study how the public school system and charter schools can work together toward a mutual goal of providing a good education to all children. We meet and hammer out a compromise we can all live with, and next year, the union won’t oppose the legislation; hell, we might even cosponsor it with you. It would be a win-win all the way around, isn’t that right, Micah.”


At the mention of his name, Gallo picked up his head and looked Lubinsky in the eyes for the first time. “Everybody can’t go to charter schools, Rose,” he said quietly. “If this bill goes through, it will hurt all those kids who attend public schools.”


Looking at her former protégé Lubinsky shook her head. “So keep the status quo, Micah? The system you had to fight and claw your way out of?” She tilted her head and smiled tightly. “So that fat cats like this man you’ve allied yourself with can live the good life while public schools swirl down the drain, taking all those kids with them? We offer a chance for the kids to capture the dream and, yes, hope, Micah, and the possibility of change. I can’t believe I’m hearing this from you of all people.”


Lubinsky turned back to Monroe. “Perhaps if you’d suggested this compromise years ago instead of protecting your little fiefdom, and ruining lives and careers along the way, I might have trusted you,” she said. “Even now I’d possibly consider it for the sake of the children if I had any reason to believe that you’d honor your word. But I don’t. You’re a bully and as far as I’m concerned a criminal; now you’re just trying to stall this legislation and hope it goes away. You’ve failed the kids, you’ve failed their parents, and you’ve failed the teachers. I don’t want anything to do with you and your accommodations.”


Monroe scowled, then leaned forward and spoke in a low voice. “I don’t like you and you don’t like me, but I’m sure we can still work this out. And I’m sure I can find a way to sweeten the pot; we’ll call it a . . .”


“A bribe, Monroe?” Lubinsky finished the sentence. “I expected as much. It’s why there’s a section in the bill calling for an independent audit of the Greater New York School District and the union. We’d like to know where all of that money has been going before we start a new budget process, and that probably concerns you more than anything, doesn’t it?”


The waitress arrived with the bourbon, and Monroe downed half of it in a single gulp before slamming the glass back down on the table. “I got nothing to hide,” he snarled, then pointed a finger at her face. “But you’re fucking with the wrong guy.”


Lubinsky’s mouth twisted. “It didn’t take long for the wolf to drop the sheepskin disguise,” she said, then sighed. “But I could not give in to your bribes or your threats, Monroe. The guilt I would feel abandoning all those children to the sort of education you and your ilk provide would be too much.” She paused to look at Gallo. “I learned a long time ago that guilt is a cancer that eats at your soul.”


Monroe started to say something back but Lubinsky held up her hand as she stood. “Don’t bother; this conversation’s over.” She smiled at Gallo. “Micah, you will always be welcome to return to us, but I think you need to look inside yourself before it is too late.” With that she turned and walked away without looking back.


Watching her go, Monroe’s face turned beet red with anger. He finished the rest of his drink and waved at the waitress for yet another. He glanced at Micah, who sat staring at his beer. “Don’t let her bother you, kid,” he said. “Fucking Jews are always acting like they are above it all. It’s nice when you get to pick and choose students for their precious little elitist schools, but what about the other million kids?”


Gallo nodded but didn’t say anything. Monroe scowled and picked his cell phone off the table and punched in a speed dial number.


“She’s not going for it,” he said into the receiver. He listened for a moment and turned slightly away from Gallo. “Goddamn it. We can’t risk this bill passing.” He listened some more. “Yeah, well, both of our asses will be on the line if they ever start looking at the books.”
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KARP SMILED WHEN A KNOCK on the door of his office and the subsequent opening of it revealed the large, muscular frame of Detective Clay Fulton. “Good afternoon, Clay, what brings you to my inner sanctum?” he asked.


Fulton, the head of the squad of New York Police Department detectives assigned to assist the district attorney of New York County with investigations, didn’t return the smile. “Hey Butch. Got a minute?”


“Yeah, sure,” Karp replied. “I was about to head out of here to meet up with the boys. A friend is giving a talk at the Third Avenue synagogue this evening that we wanted to catch, but I got time. What’s up?”


He and Fulton had known each other since Karp was a wet-behind-the-ears assistant district attorney working for the legendary New York DA Francis Garrahy and Fulton was a rookie cop. In a sense, they’d grown up in the system together—by-the-book prosecutor and hard-nosed detective—and when Karp won the election as district attorney years after Garrahy’s death and two successors’ tenure, one of his first acts was to ask his friend to run the elite DAO detective squad. There was not a more honest or dedicated crime fighter in Gotham than the former college football All-American. Karp could tell by the look on his face that this was not a social call.


“We got another one,” Fulton said as he walked across the wood-paneled office and placed a copy of the evening New York Post on Karp’s desk. “Seen this?”


Screaming off the top of the front page in the paper’s typical tabloid style was the headline: Skinheads Rampage in Central Park! A triple-stacked, sub-headline followed beneath with: Elderly Jewish Couple Hospitalized. 7th Hate Crime This Winter. Cops Apparently Clueless.


Karp felt the old competitive zeal that tended to well up inside of him when evil reared its ugly head in his jurisdiction. The investigation into the surge in hate crimes by young neo-Nazi skinheads and the apprehension of the perpetrators was the responsibility of the New York Police Department. But it would be his office that would prosecute them when they were caught, and he intended—if the evidence indicated—to demonstrate in court that these were not isolated incidents, but part of a larger, organized conspiracy.


He’d asked Fulton to track the cases and keep him apprised. So far the thugs had set fire to a synagogue, badly burning a rabbi who tried to put the fire out; assaulted Jews; and several months earlier in November gone on a rampage in the predominantly Jewish Diamond District, shattering windows before moving on to other Jewish-owned businesses they’d identified in different parts of the city. They’d chosen the date carefully, as it fell on the anniversary of Kristallnacht, or Night of Broken Glass, when in November 1938 paramilitary forces and non-Jewish civilians in Nazi Germany and Austria ransacked Jewish-owned stores and synagogues. Shards of glass from the smashed windows had littered the streets, giving rise to the name. As German authorities looked on, without attempting to stop it, hundreds of Jews died, thousands more were severely injured, and more than thirty thousand were arrested and sent to death camps, never to be heard from again.


Seventy-plus years later, the neo-Nazis in New York had accomplished their mission, and most had faded back into the shadows from whence they came. There’d been a few arrests, but the suspects had sullenly refused to talk, and the evidence against them had mostly resulted in a few misdemeanor assault and destruction of private property charges.


The New York version of Kristallnacht had struck a particularly troubling note with Karp. Several years earlier, his twin sons had come to him and their mother, Marlene Ciampi, and announced that they had decided to pursue going through with the bar mitzvah. As Marlene had been raised in a strict Roman-Catholic family, but hadn’t brought up the boys as such, and Karp was Jewish more by spiritual and moral adherence than obeisance to strict religious practices, the decision surprised them. Their daughter, Lucy, was a decidedly devout Catholic and, in fact, claimed to speak to and receive guidance from a martyred saint from the sixteenth century. But the twins had never shown any religious inclinations.


Although initially Karp had wondered how long the quest would last, he’d been pleased that the boys had stuck to it even though the road to their bar mitzvah had been more challenging than most. He’d even agreed to teach classes dealing with Old Testament morality tales at the synagogue when asked by the rabbi, and enjoyed both the challenge of reaching out to young minds and the extra time with his sons. But of late Zak had been wavering on his commitment to go through with the ceremony, and Karp wondered if the neo-Nazi rampages and the media aftermath had anything to do with that.


The New York Kristallnacht had another personal impact on Karp. His friends, Moishe and Goldie Sobelman, owned Il Buon Pane, a small bakery on the corner of Third Avenue and 29th Street, that the thugs had targeted. The Sobelmans were both survivors of the Nazi death camps, and Karp rushed right over when he heard they had been victimized again. He found Moishe outside on the sidewalk, sweeping up the glass from the shattered windows of his shop.


“Moishe, I’m so sorry,” Karp had said, hugging his friend.


The old man had smiled and patted him on the back. “At least neither of us were hurt,” he had replied, then sighed and stood quietly for a moment, leaning on his broom and looking at the pile of glass in front of him. “The more things change, the more they stay the same, eh, my friend?”


Not knowing quite what to say, Karp had remained silent with his hand on Sobelman’s shoulder. Then the baker looked up at him, his eyes wet with tears. “Stop them, Butch,” he had said quietly. “Stop them before this goes any further. It started like this all those years ago, and before it was over millions of people were dead.”


Karp had promised that he would do everything in his power to bring the perpetrators to justice. But looking at the newspaper headline now in his office, the words seemed hollow.


“It’s only a matter of time before someone gets killed,” Fulton stated aloud.


“Any suspects?” Karp asked.


“The usual head cases, that’s it.”


Karp knew what he meant by that. The “usual head cases” were getting bold, at least when they weren’t breaking the law, and holding demonstrations in various city parks and outside the Museum of Jewish Heritage, otherwise known as the New York City Holocaust Museum, in Battery Park, as well as on the sidewalks next to the Israeli consulate. They were loud, aggressive, and offensive but other than the usual misdemeanor assaults, failures to follow lawful orders from police officers to allow people to walk past them, and lack of permits for their demonstrations, they avoided committing any felonies. They’d also grown more sophisticated than in years past, using the publicity to get their message into the media and draw other misguided citizens to their cause.


Karp thought about it for a moment, then rapped his knuckles on the newspaper. “Stay on it, Clay,” he said as he stood up. “Sooner or later, they’ll make a mistake and we’ll go after them.”


He walked around the desk as the detective rose to meet him. Fulton was stockier, with broader shoulders, but Karp, a former star college basketball player, was half a head taller at six-foot-five. “I’ve got to run, the car’s waiting for me. Let me know if anything breaks.”


Fulton left the way he came in, but Karp went through a side door of his office to a small anteroom where he took a private elevator reserved for the district attorney and judges down to the Leonard Street side entrance of the Criminal Courts Building. The massive, squat edifice at 100 Centre Street housed the criminal courts—notably the Supreme Courts where felonies were tried—the judges’ robing rooms and chambers, criminal court records, grand jury rooms, and the offices of the New York County district attorney. At its northern end it was connected by an enclosed walkway, the “Bridge of Sighs,” to the Manhattan Detention Complex, popularly referred to as The Tombs.


The Criminal Courts Building had been Karp’s “home away from home.” Waiting for him now outside its doors was a large, dark bulletproof sedan driven by police officer Eddie Ewin.


“Where to, Mr. Karp?” the young officer asked when he got in.


“The Third Avenue synagogue off 67th Street.”


The winter light was already starting to fade, the street lights illuminating the snow that had been falling all day, when the car pulled to the curb in front of the synagogue. Karp saw Isaac and Giancarlo standing on the snow-covered steps leading into the building with Goldie and Moishe Sobelman. Zak stood with his head down while Giancarlo and Moishe appeared to be talking to him. Goldie was at Zak’s side with her hand on his shoulder.


He took a moment to study his boys. They’d grown up so fast, and it was hard to believe that the tiny twin babies he’d held were now young men, and it wouldn’t be long before they’d be out of the house.


When Zak and Giancarlo began their quest, they were already a little older than the traditional age of thirteen when most Jewish boys go through the bar mitzvah, the rite of passage from the innocence of youth to the responsibilities of manhood. Then the process had taken even longer due to a life that didn’t follow the normal pattern of two young men growing up in America. As the district attorney of New York, Karp was a magnet for sociopaths, terrorists, and other violent criminals of all makes and models. Marlene, who’d once headed the Sex Crimes Bureau at the DAO as an assistant DA, had left the office to become a private investigator/attorney now specializing in advocating for and protecting women from miscreant abusers, also attracted the dark side at an unusual rate. Their children had not been immune to the dangers inherent in their parents’ careers, and in fact had been under siege from dangerous felons and maniacs most of their lives, disrupting normal childhood and youth pursuits. As such, the road to Jewish manhood had been a long one, but at last the boys were in the final stages of their studies needed to achieve their goal.


However, Zak was having misgivings. In fact, just the previous evening, he and his father had a conversation in which the boy said he didn’t see the point of going through with a ceremony marking his entry to manhood at seventeen years old when he’d already confronted more adult world issues than most people dealt with in a lifetime.


“I’m not trying to talk you into anything, Zak,” Karp responded. “But I’m sure you know that the bar mitzvah is more than just a symbolic ‘rite of passage.’ ”


“I know, I know,” Zak said with a sigh. “It also means I’m now accountable for my actions. But haven’t I been accountable enough? I mean, how many other kids have been kidnapped, shot at, bombed, and chased like me and Giancarlo? And now with these neo-Nazi jerks running around, maybe I’m tired of having a target on my back.”


Zak said it lightly, but the truth of it went right to Karp’s heart. “I’m not going to argue with you about that,” he’d agreed. “You, your brother, sister, and mom have all had to take on more of this world’s dark aspects than you should have. I was just pointing out that going through with your bar mitzvah is saying more than one day you’re a boy and the next you’re a man.”


“I get it,” Zak replied. He was quiet for a moment and then looked sideways at his father. “Will you be disappointed with me if I don’t go through with it?”


Karp put his arm around the shoulders of his son. “Zak, I’ve been proud of you from the moment I laid my eyes on you,” he said. “And I’m even prouder of you now. I understand you’re dealing with an internal dilemma, and I can respect that. This decision is yours and yours alone to make, and whatever you decide I will think just as highly of you.”


“Thanks, Dad,” Zak said with a smile but then frowned again. “Even if I wanted to go through with it, I still don’t know what I’m going to do. It’s not just the whole idea of whether I’m done with the whole ‘becoming a man thing.’ You know that Rabbi Hamilburg is asking everyone to come up with something special for the ceremony. Some of the younger guys are putting on a skit, or doing a research paper on Jewish history that they have to present to the parents. And my genius bro, Giancarlo, is outdoing everybody by singing that dumb song; I don’t have anything compared to that.”


Karp laughed. That “dumb song” was “Va, pensiero,” also known as the “Chorus of the Hebrew Slaves,” from the third act of Giuseppe Verdi’s opera Nabucco. Inspired by Psalm 137, it told the story of Jewish exiles in Babylon after the loss of the First Temple in Jerusalem: a fitting project for a young man’s bar mitzvah.
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