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PROLOGUE



ROGER KARP GRIMACED AS HE stretched one of his long legs into the aisle next to his seat. He rubbed his knee until the ache—a frequent reminder of an injury sustained as a star college basketball player many years earlier—subsided and he could turn his attention back to the stage in front of him.


His wife, Marlene Ciampi, looked at his leg and then his face. She frowned as she whispered, “You okay, Butch?”


“Yeah, just a little stiff,” he replied quietly with a smile. “These seats seem to get harder every year.”


Marlene smiled back. “I was just thinking the same thing and hoping it had nothing to do with age.”


They were sitting six rows up from the stage, just off-center, at the Delacorte Theater, an open-air amphitheater in the middle of Central Park. Situated on the southwest corner of the Great Lawn, with Turtle Pond and Belvedere Castle as a backdrop, the Delacorte could not have been a lovelier spot to watch a play on a warm late summer evening, even if the tiered rows of wooden seats were not designed for comfort. A sliver of a moon rose behind the castle and a slight breeze stirred the leaves of the trees that surrounded the amphitheater and the shadows beneath—a perfect setting for that season’s Shakespeare in the Park offering of Macbeth.


Karp and Marlene were with their twin teenaged sons, Zak and Giancarlo, who’d been dispatched that morning to stand in line for the free tickets that were handed out starting at 1:00 p.m. for the evening performance. That had allowed Butch, as he was known to family and friends, and Marlene to arrive just before showtime by taking a yellow cab to the 79th Street entrance of the park and then follow the footpath to the theater. The boys would be rewarded for their efforts after the play with a stop at the Carnegie Deli on Seventh Avenue and 55th Street, a dozen or so blocks north of Times Square, where they could do battle with legendary hot pastrami and corned beef sandwiches, chili cheese fries, and New York’s finest cherry cheesecake.


Attending each season’s Shakespeare production, including the post-play stop at the deli, had been a family tradition since the days when Marlene was pregnant with their first child, Lucy. She was absent that night, back home in New Mexico with her fiancé, Ned Blanchett. However, Karp was pleased that his sons were still willing to indulge their parents by “sitting through some old play where they don’t even speak real English,” as Zak, the more macho and impatient of the two, groused when reminded of the date. Fortunately, Macbeth had a fair amount of witchcraft, ghosts, murder, and intrigue to hold their attention.


Act 2, scene 1 was just winding to a close. The Scottish Lord Macbeth stood alone in the dark hallway of his castle trying to summon the courage, and cold-bloodedness, to murder King Duncan as he slept and seize the throne at the urging of his power-hungry wife, Lady Macbeth.


The Shakespeare in the Park productions were always first-rate, and Karp enjoyed the Bard’s frequent theme of man’s battle between his good and evil natures and, of course, how justice eventually prevailed. He’d come by his love of theater, as well as of movies, thanks to his mother, an English teacher, but had also learned to see evil as a real entity, not some theoretical sophistry to be debated in church. When Karp’s mother died of cancer at an early age he learned to fight evil vigorously. In fact, the crusade against evil was the driving motivation behind his actions as the District Attorney of New York County.


Onstage, a hologram of a dagger floated—a bit of technical wizardry—above the actor playing Macbeth, who tried to grasp it while it remained just out of reach. Karp knew from discussions with his mother that the ghost knife eluding Macbeth was a metaphor for his troubled conscience as the deadly moment of truth approached.


Is this a dagger which I see before me,


the handle toward my hand?


Come, let me clutch thee.


I have thee not, and yet I see thee still.


Art thou not, fatal vision, sensible


To feeling as to sight? Or art thou but


a dagger of the mind, a false creation,


proceeding from the heat-oppressed brain?


In his seat, Karp repeated the words “heat-oppressed brain” to himself. He’d used that very description in his summation at a murder trial he’d just concluded to explain the motive behind the prosecution’s star witnesses’ testimony against the defendant. That and Macbeth’s lament in act 2, scene 2 that he’d “murdered sleep” when neither he nor his wife could find peace due to the guilt that weighed on them.


“So why did they take the stand and testify without any sort of deal being offered or attempting to lessen their own guilt?” Karp had asked the jury as he faced the defendant. “Because, ladies and gentlemen, what they did—the part they played in the conspiracy to commit murder—was evil, but for them it came at a high price to their consciences. To paraphrase William Shakespeare, they could not escape their ‘heat-oppressed brains.’ They couldn’t enjoy life, or forget, or close their eyes at night and rest. As Mr. Shakespeare wrote, they had ‘murdered sleep’ as surely as they and the defendant murdered the victim. But evil comes in shades of gray.”


In some ways, Karp felt a certain degree of sympathy for Macbeth. The man wasn’t a murderer by nature; he’d been courageous and faithful defeating a traitor in defense of Duncan. But his ambition had driven him to commit a crime that initially accomplished his goal, and in the end spelled his doom.


Onstage, the actor grabbed again at the knife, but it danced just out of reach. There’s still time to walk away, Karp thought as he had when he was a boy and wished that Macbeth could make a different choice leading to a happier ending. But onstage, even as Macbeth worried about getting caught, he chastised himself for being a man of words and not actions.


Mine eyes are made the fools o’ the other senses,


Or else worth all the rest. I see thee still,


And on thy blade and dudgeon gouts of blood,


Which was not so before. . . .


Hear not my steps, which way they walk, for fear


Thy very stones prate of my whereabouts,


And take the present horror from the time,


Which now suits with it. Whiles I threat, he lives;


Words to the heat of deeds too cold breath gives.


Karp reflected on how, in some ways, the themes inherent in Macbeth were mirrored in the trial. The corruptive influence of power. The shades of evil. The eroding power of conscience on guilty secrets. And the consequences of sin.


It even broke down into acts and scenes, he thought. The conspiracy, the murder, the investigation, the swift-paced plotting of confrontations, violent reactions, and bouts of conscience that led inexorably to the dramatic climactic moment in a New York City courtroom, and its inevitable epilogue.


A bell rang offstage. Lady Macbeth letting her hubby know that the chamberlains, who she’s set up to take the rap for Duncan’s murder, are asleep and it’s time to do the deed, Karp thought as the actor suddenly straightened and resolved to go forward with the plan.


I go, and it is done: the bell invites me.


Hear it not, Duncan, for it is a knell


that summons thee to heaven, or to hell.


With that, the actor turned and stalked off the stage toward where the audience knew King Duncan slept. Too late, Karp thought. It is too late for everyone involved. The scene came to an end and the stage went dark so that the stagehands could change the set for the next scene.


All of the players acted out their roles on the courtroom stage, too, he thought. It all began with act 1, scene 1 . . . three young men sitting in a car on a cold winter’s night, nine months ago, contemplating a horrific deed.
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“PRA KLYAST,” THE YOUNG MAN in the backseat of the Delta 88 Oldsmobile said in Russian. “Is fucking cold, man!” He leaned forward and tapped the driver, another young man, on the back of his head. “Turn the car on and get heat!”


“It’s a waste of gas and we’re already low, unless you want to throw in some money,” the driver, a freckle-faced redhead named Bill “Gnat” Miller, said. “And keep your frickin’ hands to yourself.”


“Relax, sooka,” Alexei Bebnev sneered from the backseat. Twenty-seven years old and slightly over six feet tall, he liked to think of himself as a ladies’ man. But his light blues eyes were set too far apart in his round-as-a-basketball face, an unfortunate feature accented by a wide flat nose above a scraggly mustache and crooked, tobacco-stained teeth. Bebnev looked at another young man sitting in the front passenger seat. “Hey, Frankie, I thought you say your friend was cool?”


“Gnat’s cool, he’s cool,” Franklin “Frankie” DiMarzo assured him.


“What’s sooka mean?” Gnat asked, scowling as he looked over his shoulder at his antagonist.


“Means ‘bitch,’ man,” Bebnev said. “You my bitch.” He laughed and made a kissing expression with his lips.


“Fuck you, Bebnev, I’m out of here,” Gnat snarled and reached for the key in the ignition. “This guy’s a nutcase. It ain’t worth it!”


DiMarzo reached over and grabbed his arm. “Chill, Gnat, we’re gonna get paid, and that’s going to make your old lady happy,” he said before turning around to plead with the Russian. “Give him a break. We’ve never done anything like this. He’s just a little nervous, that’s all.”


Alexei Bebnev laughed derisively again and took a drag on a cigarette before blowing a cloud of smoke at the back of Miller’s head.


“And don’t throw your fucking butts on the floor of my car again,” Miller complained.


Bebnev flipped him off but rolled the window down just enough to flick the butt out at the curb before rolling the window up again. He held up a snub-nosed .38 revolver. “Is easy. I stick this in the asshole’s face and ‘BANG BANG,’ asshole is dead! All you have to do is drive car and keep watch.”


“Put that thing down before someone sees you or you shoot one of us,” Miller said before spitting a stream of brown tobacco juice into a beer bottle.


“Is nasty habit,” Bebnev pointed out with a look of disgust.


“My girlfriend don’t want me smoking around the baby, so I chew.” Miller shrugged. “Besides, I’d rather eat cat food than smoke whatever it is you got there. What the hell is that shit?”


“Belomorkanal cigarette,” Bebnev replied as he shook another from the pack and lit it. “Good strong Russian smoke, not pussy shit like American cigarette.”


The three young men fell silent. They were parked next to the curb in front of the Hudson Day School in a well-to-do neighborhood of New Rochelle, keeping an eye on a large split-level house down a hill and across the street from where they were parked, waiting for the occupants to come home.


Although it was only six o’clock, it was already dark outside and the neighborhood was glowing with Christmas decorations. But there were no lights on in the house, just a porch lamp and a fir tree on the front lawn adorned with twinkling blue Christmas lights. So they waited, sipping on beers to keep their courage up, lost in their own thoughts.


Miller had been called “Gnat” since elementary school due to his small size and inability to sit still for any length of time. It didn’t bother him. What did was the fact that he was a twenty-two-year-old, out-of-work housepainter with a six-month-old infant and a teenaged girlfriend, Nicoli Lopez, who was constantly reminding him that she was tired of living off food stamps in the basement of her parents’ house in Brooklyn. He hoped that the money he’d been promised for this job would allow him to find them an apartment of their own and prove he was man enough to support her and their child. He’d buy them both something nice for Christmas and life would take a turn for the better.


Sitting in the car, he was preoccupied that his Delta 88 stood out like a sore thumb in the neighborhood. He was nervously aware that not a single car that had passed them since they got there was older than a couple of years, while his old car’s green paint job was faded and in some places covered with gray primer. He wished he was home with his girlfriend, even if her father had referred to him as a “no-good bum” from the moment he walked in the door.


Next to him, Frankie DiMarzo was contemplating heaven and hell, and what it would do to his parents if he got put in prison for murder. The DiMarzo family was staunchly Roman Catholic. His mother kept a small shrine to St. Jude in her living room and went to Mass at least five times a week, most of the time to pray for Frankie’s soul. Even his four sisters, all of them older, went to Mass at least weekly and, as his father liked to point out, had never been in trouble with the police.


Frankie, a good-looking young man with dark hair and Mediterranean features, was the black sheep of the family and had strayed frequently. In the past, he’d go to confession, do some penance, and all would be forgiven. But it was hard seeing how each new run-in with the law aged his mom and dad.


And that was back when it was all penny-ante bullshit, he thought. No matter what the priests said about God’s unconditional forgiveness, he wasn’t so sure that murder could be easily absolved. He shook his head.


DiMarzo had grown up in Red Hook, a neighborhood on the northwest side of Brooklyn on the Hudson Narrows and about as rough as it got. He was a tough kid, only twenty-three years old, and lived by the code of the streets: he didn’t rat on nobody, and he didn’t take shit off of nobody either. But he had a soft spot for his momma, and knew that a murder rap would probably kill her, and that his old man would disown him. It troubled him greatly and, like Gnat, his best friend since they’d met in a juvenile prison in upstate New York about eight years earlier, he too wished he was somewhere else. But he was tired of never having any cash in his pockets and of having no prospects for anything better than part-time construction work when the weather got nice. At least not until Bebnev had come to him with a job that would earn him and Gnat seven thousand bucks each.


DiMarzo had met Bebnev a few months earlier at a pool hall down in the Oceanside Brooklyn neighborhood of Brighton Beach, otherwise known as Little Odessa because of its large Russian immigrant population. The young Russian talked a big game about the women he’d had and often hinted that he was a hit man for the Russian mob that controlled the area. DiMarzo thought he was all talk until his new friend pulled out a small newspaper clipping about two old men who’d been shot dead in their apartment by an unknown assailant. Bebnev hadn’t said anything, just wiggled his eyebrows and grinned with his crooked brown teeth as he pulled his jacket to the side to reveal a revolver stuffed in the waistband.


When Bebnev had come to him a week earlier with his offer the Russian had made it clear that he was going to shoot someone and was being paid well to do it. He hadn’t said much about where the instructions or money was coming from, just that a “friend” named Marat Lvov had set him up to meet two men, “Joey and Jackie,” in Hell’s Kitchen, who hired him to kill some union boss. Bebnev had said he wasn’t told directly who ordered the hit, but had overheard the other men tell Lvov that “Charlie wants it done ASAP.”


DiMarzo had balked until the Russian convinced him that all he had to do was find someone to drive and then act as a lookout. “Don’t worry, my friend,” Bebnev had assured him. “I do dirty work. You make easy money.”


So DiMarzo had let himself be talked into the plot. But sitting in the freezing cold in an old sedan waiting for a man to show up at his New Rochelle home so that Bebnev could shoot him was harder than it originally sounded. He figured there were going to be a lot of sleepless nights putting this one out of his mind.


In the backseat, Alexei Bebnev fingered the gun he’d put back in the pocket of the long black leather coat he was wearing. Unlike the other two, he was not troubled by a conscience. He’d been raised in an orphanage on the outskirts of Moscow—an odd, distant child, who’d been unwanted by any prospective parents and eventually ran away to the streets, where he made his living as a small-time criminal. He’d come into some real money when he attempted to rob an old Jewish watchmaker in his apartment and ended up killing the man, but not before his victim told him where he’d stashed a small fortune in gold coins. It was enough for Bebnev to buy his way out of Russia to the United States, where he’d believed he would soon be living the sweet life. Life, it turned out, was not that easy. He became a dishwasher at a Russian restaurant in Brooklyn and dreamed of having money and respect as a hit man for the Russian mob.


Trying to prove himself, Bebnev accepted four hundred dollars to kill two nobodies who got behind in their gambling debts to Lvov, a small-time loan shark and bookie with connections to the Malchek bratka, or “brotherhood,” the Russian mob equivalent of a gang. Bebnev had hoped that his cold-blooded efficiency would get him noticed by the bigger mob bosses and help him climb the organized-crime ladder.


It looked like this might be his big break. Lvov contacted him at the restaurant and said a friend of his in Manhattan had a big job that would pay good money, and more importantly get him noticed by “important” people. Lvov said he’d met this guy Joey some years ago down at the Brooklyn docks where Lvov ran small gambling operations and that the job had something to do with problems in the North American Brotherhood of Stevedores union that ran the docks on New York City’s west side.


Bebnev met with Lvov, Joey, and Jackie at a bar in Hell’s Kitchen. He’d walked up behind the men, who were sitting at a booth, just in time to hear Joey tell Lvov that “Charlie wants this done ASAP.”


They didn’t mention “Charlie” again, and Bebnev didn’t care. Joey, who did all the talking, offered Bebnev $30,000 to “eliminate” a man named Vince Carlotta. Excited by the money and the big-time nature of the hit, Bebnev agreed to take the job.


It was supposed to look like a home invasion robbery that got out of hand. But as the day approached, he started to get cold feet and decided to bring DiMarzo in on it “if you can find someone with a car.” He told DiMarzo that he and the driver would split $14,000 while Bebnev would keep the lion’s share for pulling the trigger.


“I’ve got to piss,” Miller said and opened his door. He got out of the car and walked over to a hedge that bordered the school grounds and relieved himself on a patch of snow left over from a storm a week earlier. Spitting one last time into the beer bottle, he tossed it into the bush. If they had to take off fast, he didn’t want its noxious contents spilling on the front seat.


Miller had just turned to walk back to the car when headlights suddenly appeared from behind his car moving in their direction. He crouched by the hedge as a large SUV passed the Delta 88 and continued on down the hill until it turned into the driveway of the house they’d been watching. A man and woman exited the car, with the woman opening a rear door and removing an infant. Then the family entered the house.


Jumping back in the car, Miller turned to DiMarzo, who was studying a photograph that had been torn from the Dock: The Official Magazine of the North American Brotherhood of Stevedores in the light given off by a streetlamp. The photograph showed four middle-aged men, one of them with a circle drawn around his face and some writing. He knew that Bebnev’s contact had given him the photograph and that the Russian had turned it over to DiMarzo as the “lookout.”


“That’s the guy,” DiMarzo said, looking up before placing the photograph back into his coat pocket. “That’s Carlotta.”


“Let’s go,” Bebnev replied. He put his hand back in his coat pocket to feel the comfort of the revolver and took another puff on his cigarette.


Miller turned the key in the ignition and the old V-8 roared to life. He pulled up to the curb in front of the house but left the engine running. He thought about saying something to put a stop to what was about to happen, but then he pictured his girlfriend’s perpetually disappointed face and heard her father’s voice. You’re a bum. He scowled. He didn’t know Vince Carlotta. All those guys with the dockworkers’ unions were crooks, and this guy just got on the wrong side of some other crooks. What did he care if the guy died?


DiMarzo was experiencing a similar crisis of conscience. You’ll go to hell. And if you’re caught, Mom will die. . . . But the thoughts fled his mind when Bebnev snarled from the backseat.


“It’s time,” the Russian said tersely. “Come on, Frankie. Sooka, keep the car running.”


“Just do it,” Miller replied, his voice rising from the tension.


Bebnev jumped out of the car, flicking the still-smoking cigarette butt to the side of the road as he walked up across the front lawn and rang the bell. The Russian tensed as the door opened, but instead of the man he’d been sent to kill, the pretty woman he’d seen get out of the car stood there with the infant in her arms.


She looked confused but then smiled. “Yes, can I help you?” she asked with a slight accent.


Bebnev looked from the woman’s face to the infant, and then released his hold on the gun in his pocket. “Uh, we are looking for Mr. Carlotta,” he said meekly.


“He’s washing up,” the woman said. “I’m Antonia Carlotta. Can I tell him who’s calling?”


Before Bebnev could answer, the man from the photograph walked up and stepped in front of his wife. He frowned slightly. “What can I do for you?”


Bebnev fidgeted. He pulled his empty hand from his pocket and extended it. “Da, yes, we are from San Francisco where we work on docks. We hope to find work here,” he said. “We were told you might help.”


Carlotta shook Bebnev’s hand but his brow furrowed. “How did you know where I lived?” he asked.


Bebnev licked his lips. “We arrived late today and went to docks. Man there tell us New Rochelle. Then we ask neighbors. Sorry for intrusion, but we need work.”


Carlotta nodded. “Well, you’re enterprising and that’s good,” he said. “Show up tomorrow at the union headquarters, and I’ll get you on the rolls. There may be a few openings for good workers.”


Bebnev grinned. “Thank you. We are good workers,” he said and then turned to DiMarzo, who was standing with his mouth open watching the exchange in confusion. “We leave this nice family alone. Tomorrow we find work.”


“Uh, yeah, sure,” DiMarzo said before nodding at the Carlottas. “Thank you.”


“Not a problem,” Vince Carlotta said as he looked past them at the old sedan parked in front of his SUV. “Drive safe.”


As they walked back across the lawn and got in the car, DiMarzo turned to glare at Bebnev. “Why didn’t you do it? He was right there!”


Bebnev scowled. “No one pay me to kill woman and baby,” he growled. “I am professional, not baby-killer.”


“Professional my ass,” Miller sneered as he pulled away from the curb. “You chickened out!”


“Fuck you, Gnat,” Bebnev yelled. “Next time, I shoot the fucker!”


“Yeah, yeah, big talker,” Miller scoffed. “Who’s the sooka now, huh, Bebnev?”
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CHARLIE VITTELI SLAMMED HIS BIG meaty palm down on the tabletop, causing four sets of silverware, four plates and beer mugs, as well as the two men sitting with him, to jump. “What the fuck does it take to get something done around here?” he snarled.


They were gathered around a back corner table at Marlon’s, a pub popular with Manhattan’s longshoremen, located in Hell’s Kitchen near the west side of the New York City waterfront. No other patrons had been seated near them, a concession to Vitteli’s importance as the president of the North American Brotherhood of Stevedores, or NABS.


Vitteli kept his voice low, but there was no mistaking the intensity and anger that boiled just beneath the surface. He was an imposing man, barrel-chested, and his cinder block of a head seemed to sit directly upon his broad shoulders. With his mashed nose, pewter-gray crew cut, and facial scars, he looked like a middle-aged prizefighter. But the marks weren’t earned in the ring; he got them on the streets, most from his days as a “union organizer” thirty years earlier.


He glared at the other two men as if challenging them to answer his question. Of them, only Joey Barros could hold his gaze. Barros, tall and gaunt to the point of cadaverous, had started on the docks with Vitteli when he was young, and both men had come up through the ranks based largely on their willingness to bust heads to protect the union’s party line. The difference between them was that as they’d aged, Vitteli was more likely to use his brains to achieve his ends, whereas Barros was happier doing his persuading with bats, brass knuckles, and a wicked straight razor. He was not afraid of Vitteli, who trusted him like no other.


The third man at the table was Jack “Jackie” Corcione. Vitteli didn’t trust him like he did Barros, though in some ways he was more valuable. Corcione was the son of Leo Corcione, the union’s founder and president for forty-five years until his death almost two years earlier. The old man had hoped that his only child would succeed him, but Jackie didn’t have the nerve or leadership skills to lead a rough-and-tumble union. Leo had recognized the weakness and instead packed his boy off to Harvard, where he’d earned an MBA and then his law degree. He was then brought back into the fold as the union’s legal counsel and chief financial officer.


Vitteli kept Corcione in his inner circle for two reasons. There wasn’t anything about the union’s legal and financial operations, including those that were “under the radar,” that Jackie didn’t know inside and out. The other reason was that, for all his toughness, Vitteli had a soft spot in his black heart for Leo Corcione. He owed the union’s founder everything. He’d been a thug and a dockworker, but he’d made a name for himself during the dockworker strikes in the seventies, and the old man had rewarded him by bringing him into management.


And now I’m dressing in silk suits and living the good life, he thought whenever Barros warned him that Jackie was a weak link in his armor. I owe it to the old man not to let Joey go after his kid. Not unless it becomes necessary.


While the old man was alive, Vitteli hadn’t worried about Jackie because of what he knew about him, including that he had expensive tastes he paid for by embezzling union funds albeit on a small scale. But more important was the fact that Jackie Corcione was gay.


“A raging queer,” Barros had said with a smirk when he brought him the news. “With a taste for Dom Pérignon, Brooks Brothers, and pretty Columbia University frat boys.”


Vitteli had used the information to his advantage years ago, when the old man was still alive, by sitting Jackie down in his office one day and telling him what he knew. “It don’t bother me what side of the bun you butter,” he said, “or that you’re padding your bank account from the union’s benefits account. But it would kill your dad.” He stopped and grinned. “If he doesn’t kill you first.”


Jackie blanched. “Please don’t tell him,” he’d begged. “I’ll stop stealing. I won’t see guys.”


“Not to worry, Jackie boy. I look out for you.” Vitteli had smiled. “You look out for me.”


After the old man died, it didn’t matter that Vitteli could no longer hold homosexuality over Jackie’s head. Jackie was in so deep, stealing to support his habits, that the members would have torn him apart—along with Vitteli and Barros—if they learned what they’d all been doing with the union’s pension funds.


“Goddamn it, I thought this was a done deal,” Vitteli swore, now looking only at Barros.


“Lvov told me it was taken care of,” Barros answered flatly. “Apparently, his guy went to the house but Vince’s wife and kid were there, so he backed off.”


“I don’t give a shit about his bitch or brat,” Vitteli hissed, leaning forward and speaking lower so the others had to move closer to hear him. “This guy, whoever in the fuck he is, should have done all three and that would be that.” He pointed a thick finger at each of them. “Every day that Vince Carlotta lives is a day closer to all of our asses being in hot water. Maybe this alleged hit man ain’t the right guy.”


“We met with the guy. He’s not on the dean’s list at Columbia,” Barros said. “But he’s done this before—that’s what Lvov said anyways. Remember, we didn’t want to use our ‘partners,’ the Malchek gang, on something this . . . sensitive, and the membership would tear us to pieces if they knew we were dealing with the Russian mob in Brooklyn.”


“And maybe it wasn’t such a bad call on his part,” Jackie Corcione chimed in. “It’s one thing for something to happen to Vince, especially if it looks like a home robbery. Makes the news for a little bit but then goes away. But add Antonia and her baby, and this goes national. The press goes ape shit, and there’s all kinds of pressure on the cops to get to the bottom of it.”


Vitteli stared at Corcione for a few seconds before he suddenly erupted with laughter and clapped the surprised younger man on the shoulder. “The press is going to go ‘ape shit,’ eh? I love it when you try to talk like a tough guy. But stick to your Hah-vard faggot bullshit; you’re much more valuable to me as a bookkeeper than a gangster. I got Joey for that.”


Corcione blushed as Barros laughed. “Yeah, Jackie’s gonna make a deal you can’t refuse,” Barros said with a smirk. “A regular godfairy.”


Pushing back from the table, Vitteli grinned at Jackie’s discomfiture. The young man was a pansy, useful but no backbone. “Hey, don’t worry about it, Jackie, we’re only yanking your chain,” he said as he pulled a silver cigar case from the pocket of the suit coat hanging from the back of his chair. He removed one of the expensive Cubans from inside and clipped the end. Then he flipped open an old Zippo lighter with his left hand and puffed furiously on the cigar until a red ember appeared on the end. It was illegal to smoke in any bar in New York City, but no one in the waterfront area was going to tell Charlie Vitteli he couldn’t light up.


•  •  •


Old man Corcione had been no saint but a street savvy, tough son of a bitch. He had to be, in the years when he was fighting to keep his independent fledgling union from being absorbed by the bigger, more well-known International Longshoremen’s Association, as well as from the Italian mob. He’d been a man who made sure that interlopers were met fist for fist and bat for bat until both had backed off. As such, he was a man who recognized Vitteli’s talent for strategic violence and his intense loyalty to the union and had rewarded him with his trust.


Leo had two favorites. The other was Vince Carlotta, a handsome, charismatic man who’d also come up through the ranks. Although not afraid to fight, and fight well when pushed into a corner, Carlotta had always been the one to negotiate and compromise, especially if it benefited the membership. He had no family and had started working on the docks as a teenager, but Leo saw something special in him and treated him like a son. His protégé had returned the love and respect.


Carlotta and Vitteli had often locked horns over the union, which was a confederation of small dockworker locals scattered across the northeast, as far west as the Great Lakes and up into Canada. Vitteli insisted that without clear direction from the top, and no tolerance for dissent, the union would weaken, as would their influence over its membership. Carlotta was the rank and file’s champion, who argued that the old days of ensuring loyalty among the members through intimidation no longer held sway. He contended that allegiance and cohesion would come by working for better wages and insurance benefits, as well as by improving working conditions and safety.


Although Leo Corcione continued to treat Vitteli with respect, listening to his arguments and sometimes even agreeing with him, thereby overruling Carlotta, most of the time the old man sided with Vince. Never really sure of himself despite his bluster, Vitteli grew jealous and paranoid when he started noticing that Carlotta and the old man were spending a lot of time locked away in private talks, even going out to dinner by themselves, according to his spies.


Then came the day when Barros walked into Vitteli’s office at union headquarters with alarming news. He said his sources had told him that Leo was preparing to step down as president and name a successor.


“Rumor has it that he’s going to choose Vince,” Barros claimed, arching an eyebrow as he watched for his boss’s reaction. Then Barros suggested that maybe the old man needed to have “an accident” before he named Carlotta as his heir apparent, which the members would have taken as gospel.


At first, Vitteli recoiled at the thought. But the more he thought about playing second fiddle to Carlotta, the better Barros’s argument sounded. “I don’t need to remind you that if Carlotta is president,” Barros said, “he’s going to find out about our little retirement fund.”


Vitteli had all but decided to let Barros devise a plan to get rid of the old man in a manner that wouldn’t arouse suspicions when fate intervened. Vitteli and Carlotta had been in Leo’s office arguing over a complaint from several union crane operators that a half-dozen new cranes were unstable under certain conditions and could topple. Carlotta was insisting on an independent inspector, while Vitteli, who’d taken a kickback for pushing through the crane manufacturer’s bid, said it was unnecessary and could even put the union in financial straits if “for some trumped up reason” it appeared that management had been derelict in looking out for worker safety.


They had both resorted to shouting when suddenly Leo clutched his chest, gave a gasp, and collapsed to the floor. Carlotta had administered CPR until the ambulance arrived, but the old man never regained consciousness and didn’t pull through.


Although Vitteli had to sweat it out for a few days, there was nothing in Leo’s will or any other paperwork naming Carlotta as his heir apparent. So it was brought to the general membership for a vote.


Vitteli had recognized early on that he was unlikely to prevail in a fair fight. He’d get the vote of some of the old-timers who’d been in the trenches with him and still looked fondly on the “old ways of doing things.” But they were outnumbered by younger members, most of whom would throw in with Carlotta. He’d be able to buy a certain number of votes, but in the end it had taken what Barros euphemistically called “voting irregularities” to seal the deal.


Carlotta had looked stunned when the “final vote” was announced and Vitteli declared the winner. But he’d graciously conceded defeat and promised Vitteli he’d support his presidency. “At least until the next election,” he said with a slight smile, reaching out his hand to shake Vitteli’s.


Then fate, and bad engineering, again intervened. Just as the operators predicted, one of the new cranes had fallen while unloading a cargo ship when a sudden gust of wind whipped down the Hudson River at the wrong moment. Two men had been killed and four others seriously injured.


Carlotta had been incensed, though he took some of the blame upon himself because the old man’s death had distracted him from the crane issue. “Now we have two widows and kids without fathers, and four other families without breadwinners because we failed them,” he lamented. He insisted that the union hire an independent engineering firm to look at the cranes.


Vitteli had at first resisted. “Pay the benefits and let’s move on,” he ordered Jackie Corcione. But his rival had threatened to take his demand for an independent inspection to the members, so he gave in. Then he directed Barros to do whatever it took to bribe, blackmail, or, as it turned out, both to persuade the engineer who headed the study to come out with a favorable report. “The accident,” the married engineer, who had a penchant for young prostitutes, had written, “was not due to faulty engineering, but freak weather conditions and operator error.”


There’d been rumbling when the report came out and threats of walking out on the job by the crane operators. But Vitteli—through Barros—came down hard on the balky crane operators, threatening to find replacements for what was one of the highest-paid positions on the dock. They all stayed at their jobs.


When Vitteli announced the engineer’s report, Carlotta looked at him hard, but he kept his mouth shut, at least for a little while.


A week after the report was issued, Vitteli got a call from an informant he had with the U.S. Department of Labor’s office in Washington, D.C., that dealt with union issues. According to the caller, Carlotta and his hotshot lawyer, a young turk named Mahlon Gorman, had traveled to the capital that week to complain about the so-called voting irregularities and wanted advice on how to go about contesting the results.


The informant told Vitteli not to worry just yet. The Labor Department wouldn’t get involved because under the Landrum-Griffin Act such grievances had to be brought before the union first. Only when that remedy was exhausted would the department even consider stepping in. It was akin to telling chickens that they had to complain to the fox about his presence in the henhouse before talking to the farmer, but it was the law.


The day after Vitteli got the telephone call, Carlotta’s lawyer filed a formal grievance at union headquarters, demanding a hearing. Among the grievances, which Vitteli knew to be true, were that ballots had been sent to the far-flung locals without Carlotta’s name printed on them; there were also claims of good old-fashioned ballot stuffing. But Vitteli wasn’t as worried about what an investigation of the election results would reveal as what it might also uncover about what Barros called their retirement fund, a multimillion-dollar slush fund created by siphoning off union monies, as well as recent negotiations with the Malchek gang regarding use of the docks for their “import-export” business. If Carlotta eventually prevailed with the election, he was sure to look into Vitteli’s financial practices and the Malcheks, who’d already “invested” a lot of money in the retirement fund and wouldn’t be too happy about the deal collapsing.


There was only one thing to do. Eliminate the danger.


Barros had thought that Jackie would balk at the plan to kill Carlotta when Vitteli first talked to his henchman about it. “He ain’t got the balls for blood,” he’d scoffed.


However, Vitteli knew that Jackie Corcione feared prison and knew he wouldn’t last a month in that setting. He was right. After Vitteli spelled out what a victory by Carlotta would mean, Jackie decided to go along with the plan.


•  •  •


Puffing on the stogie, Vitteli looked at the two men around the table. “So when’s it supposed to happen now?” he asked around the edges of the cigar.


Barros shrugged. “Lvov was going to talk to the guy tonight,” he said. “Maybe he should do it away from the house.”


Vitteli blew a cloud of smoke up toward the ceiling, his dark eyes following the forms that swirled and dissipated like gray ghosts, before nodding. “I got an idea. Listen up,” he said as the other men drew closer. “This yahoo Russian hit man knows who he’s looking for, right? I mean, he’s not going to shoot Jackie here by mistake?”


Barros laughed. “We’d have to pay him extra,” he said. “Nah, he’s got that photo of the four of us from the convention in Atlantic City, the one where you circled Vince’s head. And now he’s seen him face-to-face, too. What are you getting at?”


Vitteli smiled. “A dead man and the perfect alibi.”


Two hours and several more beers apiece later, the men swaggered out of Marlon’s laughing loudly, except for Jackie, who looked pensive and hung behind the others. He quickly hailed a taxi and was gone, while Vitteli and Barros, along with Vitteli’s bodyguard, Sal Amaya, continued around the corner to find Vitteli’s black Cadillac.


“Started off nice today but, man, it’s frickin’ cold out now. Always fair and foul, eh?” Barros said, pulling his coat tighter as they approached three forlorn figures huddled around a fire they had going in a fifty-five-gallon drum at the entrance of an alley. “Well, what have we got here?”


As they drew closer, the three men realized that the creatures were women dressed in many layers of tattered clothing and threadbare coats. The women saw them, too, and two of them detached themselves from the fire and walked toward them, holding out their rag-covered hands.


“Good evening, gents, spare a dollar or two so three old women can get a bite to eat?” said one of the women as she brushed strands of frizzy gray hair away from her dirt-encrusted face.


“Beat it, you old hag,” Barros snarled. “You’d just spend it on a bottle of booze.”


“I’d tell you to go to hell,” the woman spat back. She waved at a large black woman, walking behind her. “But my friend says you’ll be there soon enough.”


As Vitteli and the gray-haired woman exchanged glares, the third woman, pale-skinned, said nothing but stood squinting at him. Then she pointed a finger at him.


“Well, what do you know? If it ain’t Charlie Vitteli,” she said and did a little curtsy. “It took a moment for my brain to clear, but all hail the king of the docks!” Her skinny lips pulled back in a grin, but the effect was horrifying, as she had only a few teeth left in her mouth. “Oh, and high executioner, I might add.”


Before Vitteli could respond, the black woman suddenly shouted, “ ’Tis time! ’Tis time!” She threw something on the fire that caused the flames to leap and hiss but then went back to mumbling to the flames and no one else.


The gray-haired woman who’d asked for money cackled and nodded toward her friend at the fire. “She’s from Jamaica and thinks she’s a witch. She’s casting a charm of powerful trouble.”


“Eye of newt, toe of frog . . . that sort of thing,” added the pale-skinned woman who’d addressed him as the king of the docks. “Nothing to worry your pretty head about, Charlie.”


Vitteli scowled. “Do I know you?” he asked.


“Know me?” the woman asked. “No more than you would know the cockroaches on the sidewalks or the rats in the alley. But you should, you should. My name’s Anne Devulder. That ring a bell, King Vitteli?”


“No, never heard of you,” Vitteli answered. “Now get the hell out of my way. . . .”


“So kind he is, so just,” Devulder replied unflinching and unmoving. “Maybe it’s my first name that threw you. I’m Sean Devulder’s widow.”


Vitteli’s eyes narrowed. Sean Devulder was one of the crane operators who’d died. He nodded. “Good union man, Sean Devulder,” he said. “I’m sorry for your loss.”


Anne Devulder rolled her eyes. “Yeah, Sean was a good union man through and through, for all the good it did him,” she said. “My old man told me what was going to happen, and then it did. He told you, too, but you ignored him and now he’s dead.”


“You didn’t turn down the life insurance check,” Barros growled.


Devulder ignored him and stepped closer to Vitteli to look up into his eyes. “Me and Sean had two kids,” she said. “I wasn’t in a position to be turning down nothing. Forty thousand dollars you paid—to raise two kids and make some sort of home for them and me.”


“Yeah? And why aren’t you home with your kids now?” Barros sneered.


The woman glanced down at the sidewalk and when she looked back up, tears were streaming down her face. “The state took them away,” she replied softly. “When Sean died, I turned to drink. We had a lot of bills and most of the money went to that. That was two years ago. I couldn’t get a job that paid anything so we lost our home and lived on the streets until the state took my kids from me, too. But they’re better off in a foster home than with me.”


Vitteli reached into his pocket and pulled out a wad of bills. He peeled off a twenty and held it out to her. “Get something to eat on me,” he said.


Devulder looked at the bill as if it was a snake. She stepped back and pointed again at his face. “The Devulders are done taking your blood money, Charlie Vitteli,” she said. “Curse you and this two-legged dog who does your dirty work. You’re king of the docks for now. But someday all you’ll be king of is a prison cell.”


Vitteli felt a chill ripple down his spine as Anne Devulder turned away from him to walk back to the fire. He was too stunned to move when the gray-haired woman rushed forward and snatched the bill from his hand.


“I’ll take that,” she said. “Think of it as payment for the fortune-telling.” With that, the woman scurried off to join the other two.


As though in a trance, Vitteli stood looking at the three women and at the dancing shadows on the alley wall behind them, cast there by the red and yellow flames. He didn’t move until Amaya tugged on his coat sleeve.


“Come on, boss, let’s go,” Amaya said. “The bitches are loony tunes.”


Vitteli shook his head as if trying to wake up. Then he laughed. “Jesus H. Christ,” he swore. “She had me going there for a moment. Shit, only in New York, eh?”


“Yeah, boss,” Barros said with a laugh. “Only in New York.”
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VINCE CARLOTTA LOOKED AT HIMSELF in the mirror that hung on the wall of his study. He didn’t know what he was looking for, perhaps some outward sign of the malaise that had been dogging him for the past week or so. But what he saw were the same striking gray-green eyes set in a handsome, tanned face framed by a full head of wavy brown hair; he felt good physically, too, and worked out regularly to stay fit and trim.


According to the mirror, he was the picture of health—a good thing, as he needed to keep up with his young wife and infant son. Whatever ailed him couldn’t be seen. You’re just tired, he told himself. Between the election fraud, fighting with Vitteli, the old man’s death, and being the middle-aged father of an infant son and husband to an amorous young wife, you’re exhausted. And it’s affecting your mood.


Antonia entered the room and smiled. “The peacock is preening,” she teased. She spoke with a saucy hint of an Italian accent, which went well with her doe-like brown eyes, translucent skin, and Cupid’s bow lips. She had been a runway model from Naples working in New York when she and several friends had gone “slumming” in Hell’s Kitchen. He’d been with a table of male friends, and soon the two groups were commingled and he found himself talking to Antonia, hoping the night would never end.


A shy, confirmed bachelor, he’d never been any good at picking up girls at bars or even asking for their phone numbers, so he was surprised and delighted when this beautiful young woman, twenty years his junior, asked for his. The courtship had been fast and furious. She was a delightful mix of sass, class, sex, and intelligence, and he was as befuddled as all their friends that she seemed so completely enamored with him. It took him months to work up the nerve to ask her to marry him and her a second to think about it before saying yes.


Upon marrying, she immediately gave up her modeling career and started working on getting pregnant. Even then it took them a year, though not from a lack of trying. Finally, Vicente Paulito Carlotta Jr. was born, almost two years after their nuptials.


Vince had never thought much about having kids. His own experiences as an orphan bouncing from one relative’s house to the next, none of whom wanted an extra mouth to feed, had not been happy ones. He’d gone along with getting Antonia pregnant because that was what she wanted. And yet, once Vincent was born he learned a whole new kind of love.


“I wouldn’t want to embarrass you by looking like a slob in public,” Vince now replied to his wife.


Antonia laughed and walked over to stand in front of him. She reached up to straighten his tie. “Little chance of that, my Prince Charming who all the women want,” she said lightly but then frowned. “I wish you didn’t have to go.”


Vince reached up and took her hands in his. “I wish I didn’t have to either,” he said. “But it’s important. Charlie called and said he wants to bury the hatchet. . . .”


“He wants to bury it in your back,” she retorted.


“Probably, but I still need to hear what he wants to say,” Vince said. “He knows he’s going to lose if the Labor Department looks at the election results. He might be trying to save face, and maybe prison time, by offering to step down from the presidency.”


“I think he would rather die than lose to you,” Antonia said. “I don’t trust him; he has cuore nero.”


“A black heart,” Vince translated. “I think you’re giving him too much credit; I don’t think he has a heart. But he does have an ego, and if he thinks he’s going to lose, he’ll want to work out some sort of deal. He’s really not the confident guy he likes to project; he gets by on a lot of bravado.”


“But why meet at Marlon’s? And why at night?”


Vince shrugged. “Charlie’s still one of those old-school guys who likes to work things out over beer and cigars.” He let go of her hands, leaned down, and kissed her. “Don’t worry, my love,” he said. “Nothing’s going to happen. Marlon’s will have a crowd. Randy will be there and he’s nobody anybody wants to fu—sorry, to mess with. Besides, Vitteli’s too smart to throw his life away over who gets to be union president.”


Antonia stuck out her lower lip. “I still don’t like it. Joey Barros scares me.”


“Joey’s bark is worse than his bite, and that dog doesn’t even bark unless his master tells him to,” Vince replied. “I expect Charlie will have him muzzled.”


Vince walked over to his big wooden desk. As he picked up his car keys and wallet, he noticed a pad of yellow sticky notes next to the telephone. FPB 8196. He thought for a moment, pulled the top sheet from the pad, and put it in his wallet.


“What’s that?” his wife asked.


“Nothing,” Vince replied as he slipped the wallet into his coat pocket.


“Don’t tell me ‘nothing’ when I see you thinking about something,” she replied.


“It’s the license plate number of those jokers who came to the door the other night,” he said.


“Did they ever come to the union office to sign up?”


Vince shook his head. “No. At least not that I know of; but they could have tried to get on down at the docks and I just haven’t seen the paperwork yet.”


Antonia squinted at him suspiciously. “Then why do you need the license number?”


“It’s just a precaution,” he said. “I heard there were a few break-ins in the neighborhood recently. I was going to give it to the police. Don’t worry, the cops have really stepped up patrols, so I’m sure whoever was behind the burglaries is long gone. But maybe the license number will help.”


Antonia studied his face for a minute. “You are a terrible liar, Vicente Paulito Carlotta, and you shouldn’t even try,” she accused him. “But I trust you know what you’re doing. Just be careful, my darling.”


“I will,” he said, kissing her again. “Don’t wait up.”


Antonia pouted again, only playfully this time. “You know I can’t go to sleep until I feel your warm naked body next to mine,” she purred.


Vince looked up and crossed himself. Dear Jesus, please let this meeting be short so that I can find myself in bed next to the naked body of this beautiful young woman, grazie, he prayed.


A minute later, he was out the door, where his driver, Randy McMahon, met him in a Lincoln sedan. Leaving New Rochelle, they headed southwest on the Hutchinson River Parkway, connected to the Henry Hudson Parkway and drove down the West Side into Manhattan. As they traveled, Carlotta thought again about the license plate number in his wallet and the three men who’d come to his house.


That night after he watched the old sedan with its three odd passengers roll away, he frowned and closed the door, locking it and throwing the heavy deadbolt. Only then had he relaxed his grip on the .380 semiautomatic he had in his pants pocket.


The next day he told his attorney, Mahlon Gorman, about the visit when they were discussing filing a formal complaint with the Labor Department now that the union management, as expected, had decided his elections violations complaint was without merit. “I don’t know what they were up to but they sure as hell weren’t dockworkers,” Vince said.


“How do you know that?” Gorman asked.


“I shook the one guy’s hand, and it was as soft as yours,” Vince explained. “If he’s a dockworker, I’m Elvis.”


“You couldn’t handle ‘Love Me Tender,’ ” Gorman said with a laugh. “What did these fine fellows look like?”


Vince shrugged. “The guy who did all the talking had blue eyes, kind of a wide face, a mustache, and a shaved head. He spoke with a pretty heavy accent, Russian or something like that. Late twenties, thirty maybe. The other guy who got out of the car looked Eyetie or maybe Greek—one of us Med types, anyway. I didn’t get a good look at the driver; he parked at the curb and kept his head turned. But he had red hair, seemed young.”


Gorman, a tough young Jewish kid from the Bronx, thought about it for a minute. “Think it was some of Vitteli’s boys?” he asked at last.


“I don’t know,” Vince replied, wagging his hand. “Maybe. Maybe sending a message. You know like, ‘I know where you live and so do my thugs.’ Something subtle like that.”


They both laughed. Charlie Vitteli was about as subtle as a bull elephant in must. “It’s probably nothing,” Vince continued. “Just three guys trying to get a break finding work by pretending they’re longshoremen from Frisco.”


“And maybe it’s something,” Gorman countered. “A cornered animal is always more dangerous and Charlie knows he’s cornered. We’re going to be able to prove to the Labor Department that he bought that election, which will force them to take action. He’s looking at prison time, stiff fines, and he’ll get booted from the union. He’s not going to let that happen without a fight. I wish you’d let me get some security to watch your back. At least until Charlie’s put away. These three clowns who came to your door make me nervous.”


Vince shook his head. “I’m fine with your guys watching out for Antonia and Little Vince,” he said. “But I’m not going to let Charlie Vitteli have the satisfaction of seeing me with bodyguards. Besides, I got all the protection I need.” He pulled the .380 from his drawer and placed it on the desk.


“Jesus, where’d you get that thing?” Gorman swore. “May I remind you, you are not Elliot fucking Ness, nor are you untouchable. I know you’re a tough guy and all, but if you feel the need to carry a gun, you definitely need security.”


“It’s only insurance,” Vince replied. “And I’m being careful. No frickin’ bodyguards.”


Turning at Eighth Avenue onto 34th Street toward Hell’s Kitchen, Vince glanced at the heavy overcoat lying on the seat next to him. He could see the bulge of the “insurance” in a side pocket and knew his wife would have freaked out if she knew he felt it necessary to carry a gun to his meeting with Charlie Vitteli. He’d meant what he said to Antonia about Charlie not risking his neck over the union presidency. But he’d lied about Barros’s bark being worse than his bite. He’d seen the cold-blooded thug carve a man’s face into slivers in the blink of an eye with the long straight razor he carried. The man could definitely bite, and his master was cornered and dangerous.


The conversation with Gorman had been several days earlier, and Vince had all but forgotten about the three visitors. Then Charlie called and asked if he’d meet with him at Marlon’s. “I think it’s time we put this thing behind us,” his rival said. “I’m willing to make some important concessions and moves, if you will, in exchange for some concessions from you. But let’s talk about it over beer, like the old man would have wanted.”


McMahon parked around the corner from Marlon’s and they got out to walk. As they approached an alley around the corner from the pub, they came upon three women warming themselves around a fire they’d started in a fifty-five-gallon drum. Two broke away from the third, a large black woman who seemed otherwise preoccupied with the flames, and approached with their hands out. They were filthy, wretched creatures, and Vince felt sorry for them, reaching into his pants pocket and pulling out all the cash he had.


“Here’s thirty bucks,” he said. “I wish I had more. I know it’s cold out.” He took a second look at one of the women and his face fell. “I haven’t seen you since the funeral, but aren’t you Anne Devulder, Sean’s wife?”


Anne Devulder smiled. “Hello, Mr. Carlotta. Yes, we met at Sean’s service. I’m surprised you recognized me; I’ve changed a bit.”


“I’m so sorry about Sean,” Vince said. “It should have never happened. I’m trying to see that it doesn’t happen again to someone else.”


The woman smiled sadly and nodded. “I know you are, Mr. Carlotta,” she said. “Sean always said you were a good man.”


“That’s high praise coming from him,” Vince said. He pointed in the direction he’d been walking. “I have a meeting I have to get to, but please stop by the union offices tomorrow. It looks like you could use some help, and maybe there’s something I can do.”


A sad look passed over Anne Devulder’s face. Suddenly she clutched his arm. “Don’t go to this meeting,” she said. “Charlie Vitteli’s in there and I have a bad feeling about it. Turn around and drive home to your beautiful wife and son. It’s not too late.”


Vince clasped the woman’s hand, gave it a squeeze, and gently pried it from his coat. “I’m afraid I have to go,” he said softly. “Thank you for your concern, and believe me, I’d rather go home, but I need to do this . . . for guys like Sean.”


Anne Devulder nodded and stepped back from him. “God bless you, Vince Carlotta,” she said. Then she and the other woman turned and shuffled back to the oil drum where the third woman was shaking her hands above the flames.


As he turned away, Vince shivered. For a moment he considered taking the woman’s advice and going home to Antonia and Vicente. Let Charlie have the presidency, he thought. Walk away, get another job, maybe with the International Longshoremen’s Association, or better yet, get away from the docks entirely, start a new life. But then he thought about Anne Devulder and how she’d been widowed because the union had not done its job to keep her husband safe. Somebody needed to be a voice for the guys on the docks, and that wasn’t going to be Charlie Vitteli.


Vince Carlotta sighed and pulled his overcoat around him, felt for the weight of the semiautomatic against his side. “Time to go hear what the bastard and his dogs have to say,” he said to McMahon and strode off for the front door of Marlon’s.


The meeting with Vitteli started off on a bad note. Vince had walked into Marlon’s ignoring Vitteli’s ever-present bodyguard, Sal Amaya, heading directly back to Vitteli’s table. No sooner had they sat down around a table in the back and ordered beers than Charlie started to berate him for “causing dissension in the ranks.”


Vince countered that speaking out against corruption in union management was not only right, but necessary. “You’re a crook, Charlie,” he said. “You bought the election, and I’m going to prove it.”


“Watch who you threaten, Carlotta,” Joey Barros interjected.


“Muzzle your dog,” Vince said to Charlie.


Barros jumped to his feet, his hand sliding inside the leather coat he wore. Vince also stood, his hand reaching inside of his own coat, which he’d yet to take off, for the .380.


Charlie noticed Vince’s movements and his eyes narrowed. But then he laughed. “Sit down, Joey, damn it,” he ordered. “We’re trying to do this like civilized men, not a bunch of wild animals at each other’s throats.” He looked up at Carlotta. “Come on, Vince, have a seat. I apologize. I didn’t ask you to come here to rehash the past. I want us to figure out how to move into the future without ripping the union apart and anybody getting hurt in the process.”


Vince glanced at him but remained standing with his focus on Barros, who slowly sat back down, keeping his eyes on the table to hide his dark thoughts. “You better listen, Carlotta,” Barros mumbled.


“Or what, Joey? Or you’ll send three jokers to my house? To my house, goddamn you, where my wife and kid are? How about I visit your house, Charlie, and let your wife know about your mistresses? Or you, Joey, maybe I should send some of my boys to your house? Maybe your wife and kids could use a good scare, huh?”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he replied.


“These guys show up at my house in New Rochelle and say they want jobs working on the dock, but they got hands like accountants’,” Vince retorted.


“Look, Vince, I got no idea what those yahoos were up to, but they weren’t my guys,” Charlie replied. “I’ll have Joey check it out. Let’s be fair here. With the old man gone, the International is looking to make a move over here, and the mob is always trying to get a toehold on our docks. They know you’ve been the guy on the front line keeping them in their place. They’re not your friends, but you want to blame me for everything.”


“I’ll deal with them when I need to,” Vince retorted. “You’re the one who bought the election. You’re the problem right now.”


Vitteli hung his head as if he’d reached some monumental decision. “Look,” he said. “We got this meeting off on the wrong foot, and I’m sorry for that. But like I told you on the phone, I think I may have a compromise that will work for all parties. So come on, sit down and let’s break some bread and talk like we used to when we were young. We didn’t always agree then, either, but we always worked it out for the good of the union.”


When Vince hesitated, Jackie Corcione spoke up. “Come on, Vince,” he pleaded. “I’ve heard Charlie’s compromise, and I think you’ll like it. You know Dad loved both of you, and I think it would break his heart to have you guys at each other’s throats.”


Vince looked at Jackie. He wanted to tell him about the conversations he’d had with the old man in the weeks before his death, when he was talking about stepping down and anointing Vince as his replacement. Leo Corcione had warned him to watch out for Charlie.


•  •  •


“I had high hopes for him.” The old man shook his head slowly. “I knew he was wild and resorted to force too quickly. But he also loved the union and did a lot of good things. I thought maybe with my influence, and to be honest, yours, we could temper his worst instincts and bring out the good ones.” The old man paused and then sighed. “But Charlie is ambitious and likes power; it overrides and corrupts everything else about him. He wants this job, but not for the right reasons. He doesn’t want to look out for the little guy; he wants to look out for Charlie Vitteli.”


Leo warned him that “when I’m gone,” Vitteli would try to seize the reins of union leadership. “And he’ll do it by whatever means necessary.” The old man also told him to watch out for Barros. “He’s dangerous, though without Charlie he’s just a rabid dog without direction.”


Surprisingly, Leo also told him not to trust his own son, Jackie. “I love the boy,” he said with tears in his eyes. “And yes, I know he’s queer, even though he thinks it’s a big secret. Doesn’t bother me. But what does bother me is he’s weak and has already let Charlie manipulate him into being another one of his dogs. If I didn’t love him so much, I’d fire him. So I’m hoping that when you’re president, you can bring him back into the fold. Make a good man out of him; I seemed to have failed.”


These conversations had obviously been private, and then the old man died before he could name Vince as his successor. Instead, the presidency had gone up for a general vote allowing Charlie Vitteli plenty of time to manipulate and buy his way into power. There was no sense bringing up the old man’s wishes now. So Vince nodded and took a seat.


“Okay, Charlie, spit it out. What’s this compromise?” he asked.


Vitteli looked at him and moved closer so that he could speak lower. “I ain’t saying you’re right about the election results,” he began. “I ain’t saying you’re wrong. But that’s behind us. I think we both know that getting the Labor Department involved won’t be good for anybody—not the union, not me, not you.”


“So what are you proposing?” Vince asked. He was tired and the black mood he’d been experiencing hovered near the edges of his thoughts.


“Just this,” Charlie said. “I’m going to announce that, for the good of the union, and so everything is on the up-and-up, there will be another election.”


“When?”


“April.”


“You going to cheat and buy that one, too?” Vince scoffed. “You just trying to buy time here?”


“Nah, nothing like that,” Charlie replied. “In fact, I’m going to throw the election. I’ll start having some ‘medical issues,’ make some noises in some circles that maybe I’m not the right guy for the job after all.”
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