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Praise for Denis Hamill and


Throwing 7’s


“I’ll guarantee that you can’t read the first chapter of this book and put it aside. . . . It’s a sure bet you’ll go missing for at least a day after starting Throwing 7’s.”


—Rocky Mountain News


“An intriguing tale. . . . Hamill does a good job in coloring his characters. . . . It is a fast-moving tale and has its eye-opening and thoughtful moments.”


—The Pilot (Southern Pines, North Carolina)


“A crime thriller of shocking proportions. . . . Packs N.Y. action. . . . This is one of those stories that will keep you up reading late into the night.”


—Naples Daily News (Florida)


“Readers will be as drawn to this complex hero as they are to the compelling plot. . . . Hamill does everything right—a sure bet for any mystery collection.”


—Booklist


“[Throwing 7’s] is no gamble. . . . [It’s] full of knaves and knights, vendettas, plot twists and hard-boiled action. . . . Hamill knows the city, its neighborhoods and the street lingo.”


—Daily Press (Newport News, Virginia)


3 Quarters


“Hamill boasts all the shiv-sharp dialogue, flamboyant characters, and hair-trigger action of a Quentin Tarantino film festival.”


—People


“Hamill knows of what he writes—the city and the good and bad characters that thrive here. . . . As good a tale of New York as it gets.”


—New York Post


“Denis Hamill gives New York the justice it deserves. 3 Quarters is a page-turning life on the dark side of this city as only Denis Hamill can portray it.”


—Winston Groom, author of Forrest Gump


“3 Quarters is as scary and breathtaking as a midnight walk across the Brooklyn Bridge. Denis Hamill is one of the true stars of New York.”


—Peter Blauner, author of Slow Motion Riot and The Intruder


“3 Quarters is a fast-moving story of corruption and violence in which the cops and wiseguys and lawyers of New York City come vividly to life. Denis Hamill is a writer of talent in the tradition of Richard Price and Jimmy Breslin. He had a good time writing this book and offers one to his readers as well.”


—Bob Leuci, author of The Snitch


House on Fire


“Urban novel writing at its most intense. . . . Artful. . . . Tough-minded. . . . Hamill offers a sharply etched roster of urban scoundrels and dented heroes lurching through the high-pressure zones of the city.”


—Star-Ledger (Newark, New Jersey)


“Gritty and hard-hitting.”


—Post-Bulletin (Rochester, Minnesota)


“[Hamills] emotionally damaged brothers and the women who love them are real people who react believably. The settings become characters, too, and the Los Angeles fire . . . is particularly riveting.”


—Library Journal


“Denis Hamill writes with a power and authenticity of which I am envious. House on Fire is entirely compelling.”


—Robert B. Parker


“Bracing. . . . With brutal clarity, Hamill creates a memorable cast and sets his people on various journeys (literal and psychological) that may or may not end well for everyone here, but do far better for the reader.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Denis Hamill knows New York and New Yorkers . . . the same way James T. Farrell knew Chicago.”


—Lawrence Block
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FOR MY BROTHER JOHN,
for coming marching home again,
and for everything before and since
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JULY 30


Eddie McCoy heard his wife’s muffled scream.


He awoke in a bleary daze in the warm, firm bed, his eyes probing the charcoal darkness. A dull ache pulsed at his temples. Too much wine with dinner, he thought. On the night table a digital clock radio with soft blue numerals offered the only light and told McCoy that it was 3:57 AM.


He had fallen asleep listening to a talk radio show where the top state assemblyman and top state senator were debating a legalized-gambling resolution vote looming in the New York State Legislature. The radio host was still gabbing about it at low volume when McCoy heard his wife’s strangled whimper again. Then he felt her thrashing as if in seizure.


McCoy said, “Sally, honey, wha’ . . .”


He never got to finish the word, as the barrel of a .357 Magnum-Smith & Wesson was jammed into his open mouth, chipping his right front tooth, driving a hot needle into his brain. As his wife whimpered in muzzled panic beside him, McCoy saw two white eyes peering down at him through the holes of a black ski mask. The eyes didn’t blink. The cold steel circle of the four-inch pistol barrel triggered McCoy’s gag reflex as it thrust against the back of his throat. He sucked for air through his nostrils. Only one worked. He felt his own frantic pulse thumping against the barrel of the gun. He could smell the fresh leather of the gunman’s new black gloves. Only a killer wears gloves in July, he thought.


From outside his West Side tenement building a half-block from the banks of die lower Hudson River in downtown Manhattan, McCoy could hear sporadic traffic. As the dark river tirelessly emptied into the harbor he could hear a buoy ding, a ferry horn moan, a dock dog barking. He gagged again and shifted his head to the side on the down pillow and looked over at his wife. Silver duct tape covered Sally’s lovely full lips. Her eyes were wet, deep, smeared with mascara, and looked to him like little muddy graves. Her left foot was wrapped in a bloody towel and covered by a plastic bag that was secured by duct tape.


When their eyes met, Sally looked ready to implode, raging screams leaking from her nostrils like a puppy’s sobs.


Sally was also bound at the wrists and ankles with duct tape.


“Face China,” the gunman whispered to Eddie McCoy.


The gunman slowly removed the gun from McCoy’s mouth and as McCoy made the turn to his belly, he lashed out at the intruder with a poorly thrown right hand. He missed and felt the heavy thump of the one-pound gun thwack the bone over his right eye. He felt warm blood lick down his face, saw silver amoebas of light swimming in front of his eyes, thought he might pass out, but struggled for consciousness. For Sally’s sake.


“Try that again and I’ll violate your wife in a very unpleasant fashion,” the gunman said. “And make you watch.”


He heard a chilling clash of steel on steel and then saw the gunman opening and closing a pair of heavy-duty cable nippers used by electricians, saw the blue hue of the radio reflect in the shiny blades. The gunman placed the blades under Sally’s earlobe and swiftly nicked it, bringing forth a round ruby of blood, which dropped onto the white sheet beneath her.


“Please, no,” McCoy said, blotting his bloody eye on his white pillowcase. “Please don’t hurt her. Take anything you want. I’ll give you my bank card. There’s six hundred and fifty-eight bucks in there. The PIN number is eight-two-six-seven. My computer is worth about another eight hundred. My wife’s jewelry is a couple of hundred. Please, don’t hurt her. Don’t hurt us.”


“Stop begging,” the gunman said. “Begging’s for dogs.”


The gunman motioned for McCoy to roll onto his belly. He did and the gunman pulled McCoy’s arms behind him and snapped a pair of handcuffs on his wrists. McCoy heard them ratchet tight, felt them pinch his skin. He lifted his head as the gunman fastened duct tape over his mouth. His head dropped back on the pillow and he stared at Sally. He winked at her with his good eye, hoping she knew it meant he loved her. Her body was vibrating, spastic in terror.


McCoy continued to stare at his wife, wanted to see as much of her as he could in what he was sure were their last minutes alive. He heard the gunman walk across the apartment, open the door, and drag something loud, hollow, and metallic into the room.


“Lie flat,” the gunman whispered in McCoys ear. “Your foot is gonna feel a pinch and then go numb. Novocaine. To kill the pain. Your wife didn’t feel a thing when I did her.”


Then McCoy felt the prick of a needle in his left foot, felt it quickly turning fuzzy and numb. McCoy saw the gunman look at his watch, as if counting, and as each second passed his foot became increasingly void of feeling.


After a minute the gunman said, “Just a little snip now.”


Eddie McCoy saw him take out the cable nippers again and then felt a sickening pressure on his foot. It wasn’t painful as much as it was a humiliating violation.


McCoy watched the gunman wrap his bloody foot in a towel, encase it in a plastic bag, and fasten it with more duct tape.


“There now, all done,” he said.


McCoy watched in horror as the gunman trimmed his second toe like a gourmet butcher, leaving the scraps on the bloody sheet. He placed McCoys toe into a plastic Ziploc baggie alongside a smaller toe. The red nail polish on that one told him it was his wife’s.


If this is a kidnapping and the toes are going to be sent to someone with a ransom demand, we’re dead, he thought. He didn’t know anyone who could afford a ransom. The only family he had was a sister and she didn’t have any money. Sally had no family.


The gunman pulled up a small desk chair. He sat McCoy up in the bed and motioned for him to mount the chair and to climb into the four-by-four-foot wheeled garbage bin that the Chinese landlord used to collect recyclables in their rent-controlled building. It was the last occupied building on Empire Court, which had become a desolate night street in the past couple of years as, one after another, the surrounding dwellings had been abandoned.


McCoy did as he was instructed, hobbling on his bleeding numb foot, almost falling as he climbed into the trash cart.


Now the gunman gently lifted Sally McCoy from the bed and placed her on McCoy’s lap in the recycle bin. “Cute,” the gunman said. Sally looked at Eddie and buried her head between his left shoulder and his head, leaving smudges of wet mascara on his white T-shirt as she wept. A thin trickle of blood coursed from her nicked ear.


The gunman opened the bedding-chest at the foot of the bed and yanked out a floral patterned down comforter with a flourish and placed it snugly over the McCoys and wheeled them out of the apartment, leaving the door unlocked and ajar behind him.


He rolled the bin to the small waiting elevator, which was jammed open with a broom. The whole snatch had taken less than three minutes. He took the elevator to the basement, the old cables groaning in the pre-WWII shaft. The dank cellar smelled of mold, cats, molting cockroaches, and rodent droppings. The gunman pushed the bin across the basement, to the rear door, which led to the alley where Chung, the landlord, always took out the building’s garbage. McCoy could hear the soft meows of a three-week-old kitten and the mother cat that patrolled the basement. Sally usually brought the mother table scraps every day. She had found homes for two of the kittens. She was going to take the last one for herself this week. McCoy felt his beloved Sally sob harder in the dark under the comforter as they passed the meowing kitten.


The air was almost gone and McCoy thrust with his head to move the edge of the blanket. His wounded eye glanced along the inside wall of the bin, leaving a bloody streak. He used his head to nudge Sally’s bloody earlobe against the wall so that she would also leave an evidence trail. Its all we can do, McCoy thought.


“Be still,” the gunman instructed, opening a flap of blanket for air.


McCoy breathed deeply through his one functioning nostril as the gunman shoved the bin out the back door and up the cement incline to the alley. The wheels rolled roughly over the cement of the alley, which ran like a dark, century-old slot canyon between the tenements of Empire Court and the barren warehouses of Ellis Walk. McCoy heard the doors of a vehicle open. He felt the bin shift as it was pushed up a ramp by the grunting gunman into the back of a van. He heard the van doors close and the heavy breathing of the gunman as he climbed into the drivers seat. The engine started and they were soon rumbling through the streets of lower Manhattan.


The trip was eerily brief. One block, less than a minute, McCoy thought. The waterfront. Of course. The terminal. This wasn’t a robbery. Or a kidnapping. This wasn’t about the apartment. This was about the terminal. This was about untold millions, maybe billions . . .


McCoy heard the water lapping against the boats of the Harbor Head Marina, nestled almost unnoticed near the tip of the nose of Manhattan Island. He could smell the dirty bay water as the back doors of the van opened and the bin was wheeled out.


“Nice and easy,” said the gunman.


The bin jolted over the wooden planks of the dock, and finally, as they came to the end of the deserted pier, the gunman lifted the heavy comforter off the McCoys. He cut the tape fastening Sally’s legs and helped her out first. Then Eddie. Stars riveted the night sky and the muted hue of the brightest skyline on Earth bathed the fitful waters near the shore. McCoy sucked in the night air, looked out at the black water, at Empire Island, which lay a half-mile out like a sleeping sea monster. McCoy realized he had indeed been driven a scant block from his home. He could see his own bedroom window from the dock. He should be in there, sleeping, with Sally, waiting for another bright morning.


Instead the masked gunman led McCoy and his wife aboard a twenty-foot Regal boat with fifty-horse-power engine and quickly down into the cabin. He placed the comforter over them.


“It’ll get chilly out there,” the gunman said.


McCoy watched the gunman climb up on deck, heard him cast off and then the low tremble of the engine coming to life. Within thirty seconds the boat was chugging out into the harbor. McCoy knew where they were going. Empire Island, he thought. Has to be. Coast Guard relocated. Abandoned now. Smack in the middle of the harbor of the richest city on the planet. Real estate bonanza. The mayor called it New York’s Monte Carlo. Priceless. And worth killing for . . .


Sally had stopped crying. She sat in a state of catatonic arrest. When McCoy looked her in the eyes she didn’t seem to be there as they bounded over the roiled waters for the next seven or eight minutes.


Then the engine was cut and the boat seemed to drift weightlessly, as if in space, and silence prevailed. Then McCoy felt the mild bump as the Regal met another small dock. He heard the footsteps of the gunman on the upper deck.


Within a minute Eddie and Sally McCoy were led onto Empire Island, in the center of New York Harbor. Behind them the great skyline sparkled. To the left Lady Liberty touched her torch to the starry sky. A Staten Island ferry floated over the water like a giant orange ladybug. Thin traffic glittered on the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway, and laced up the FDR Drive of Manhattan. The downtown bridges fastened the city together like giant clamps. New Jersey lay beyond, etherized in the lunar glow.


As he got his bearings, McCoy heard the low grinding hum of a heavy machine off in the distance, something alive and animated in the stillness. The masked gunman pointed and the McCoys limped on their numbed, injured feet a few hundred yards up a cobblestone pathway. They passed between two large hillocks of gravel and sand, toward a rotating cement mixer, a forty-foot crane, and a backhoe that sat still and ominous around a gaping ten-foot-deep pit that was ten foot square.


McCoy listened to the slow, sloshing revolutions of the cement mixer, the twelve yards of gravel and cement clanking off the steel walls of the big barrel. A dump truck loaded with fifty yards of gravel sat six feet away from it at the edge of the gaping pit. In the upper-right-hand corner of the pit a four-foot-square section was compartmentalized off with timber framing and plyboard. Two fifty-gallon metal oil drums were sunk into that hole like dry wells.


Eddie McCoy looked at the chute of the cement mixer that was pointing directly into the pit. Now he knew how he would die.


The gunman led them between the cement mixer and the dump truck to the edge of the pit. Sally McCoy looked at the cement mixer, the pit, and then at her husband. He winked. Three times, as if to say, I . . . Love . . . You. He heard a sound rise from inside her that he didn’t know a human being could produce, a high-pitched muffled eruption that he thought might exit through the top of her skull. Most of it came out of her eyes as horror when she looked at her husband.


The gunman urged them closer to the edge of the pit, which looked bottomless in the darkness. Harbor wind blew in circles around them. The gunman gently removed the tape from Eddie’s mouth.


“I’ll take off her tape too if you want,” the gunman said. “As long as she promises not to beg. I hate that, the begging.”


“Why are you doing this?” Eddie asked.


“It’s what I do,” he said.


“It’s about the apartment, isn’t it?” McCoy said. “The rent-controlled apartment. The landlord, Jimmy Chung, he sent you. So he can sell to Kronk for the terminal . . . Kronk is behind this . . .


“Look, do you want to kiss your wife goodbye or what?”


Eddie McCoy nodded. “Look, tell Chung we’ll move. Tell Kronk he’ll never hear a word from me . . . us . . . again. Never. Please . . .”


“No begging,” the gunman said, waving a finger.


McCoy knew there would be no reversal, no reprieve. He was going to die. With his Sally.


Now.


This was it.


He leaned close to his wife and whispered in her ear. She sobbed uncontrollably but finally nodded. McCoy looked at the gunman and gave him the cue. The gunman removed the tape from Sally’s mouth and before she could scream Eddie placed his mouth over hers, smothering her final wail. As they kissed their final kiss the gunman shoved them into the hole and yanked a lever on the gravel truck, which sent fifty yards of gravel down the chute into the hole on top of them. The screams of the McCoys were fast muffled as the gunman pulled the handle on the cement mixer, which sent twelve yards of wet cement on top of the gravel. He let the foot-deep cement settle and gurgle into a still beige bog. He quickly ran the broad side of a two-by-four over the bubbly top to smooth it out, the summer moon reflecting in the wet surface. Only the four-by-four-foot sectioned-off square remained unfilled.


The gunman shut off the cement mixer and walked back to the boat.
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Bobby Emmet slapped two turkey burgers on the sizzling grill and promised his fourteen-year-old daughter, Maggie, that they’d be alone for his birthday. His kid was doing eighty-average work at the fancy private school and coming up on finals in two extra-credit summer-school courses and was also scheduled to take her PSATs in a week. If Maggie didn’t pull up her grade average and score at least 1,300 in the PSATs, Bobby’s ex-wife, Connie, was threatening to cancel her and Bobby’s scheduled trip to Florida to visit Bobby’s mother when summer school ended.


“Maggie, you could probably give Bill Gates computer lessons,” Bobby said as he turned the turkey burgers on the grill. “You have access to all the information ever recorded by human history at your disposal. You were on the honor roll all through grade school and junior high. So what’s the problem at school now?”


Maggie shrugged.


They were standing on the deck of The Fifth Amendment, the forty-two-foot Silverton boat on which Bobby lived in slip 99A of the Seventy-ninth Street Boat Basin on the Manhattan banks of the Hudson River.


Bobby was shirtless, wearing cutoff jeans and sneakers, the muscles in his six foot two, 210-pound frame rippling after a morning in which he’d done 500 push-ups, 500 sit-ups, and six seven-minute miles, running along the West Side all the way down to Twentieth Street and back uptown to the boatyard. Tomorrow morning he’d hit the free weights at Chelsea Piers and bang the heavy bag for eight rounds. His buddy Max Roth, a columnist for the Daily News, was also going to give him another lesson on the rock-climbing wall to build the shoulders and back.


“A shrugs not an answer,” Bobby said, turning the burgers.


“My problem is that my mom expects me to cure cancer, write a symphony, and get engaged to Steven Spielbergs son by the time I graduate high school,” Maggie said. “I have other plans.”


“Okay, so what’s your boyfriend’s name?” Bobby asked. It was that time in his teenage daughters life when boys have an impact on everything—clothes, makeup, songs, moods, eating habits, relationship with parents, and especially schoolwork. Bobby thought they should give fourteen-year-old girls a hormone count and factor that into a curve on any PSAT score.


“Not a boyfriend, just a dude I’m talking to,” Maggie said, her hands jammed in the front pockets of her faded Gap jeans, her navy and white Air Max Elite sneakers, boys’ size six, squeaking on the polished deck of the boat, which lolled in the tame tide.


“So, how old is Dude?” Bobby asked, shoveling a well-done burger onto a sesame bun, handing it to Maggie.


“Name’s not Dude, Dad,” she said, with a laugh. “It’s Cal.”


“Calvin . . .”


“Cal. Calvin sounds so herbified. Cal is cool.”


“I’m glad Cal is cool,” Bobby said, taking his own burger in his two hands now and chomping into it. “But is he smart?”


“I don’t hang with dummies. He’s a book genius, a computer whiz, a good athlete. But Mom doesn’t like him because he’s a scholarship kid.”


“Say that all over again,” Bobby said, taking a slug of club soda mixed with cranberry juice and another big bite of the burger.


“He’s from Elmhurst, Queens,” Maggie said. “His father is a fireman. But Cal won a scholarship to my snob private prep school.”


“Oh,” said Bobby. “A working-class kid with brains money can’t buy. The nerve of him.”


“You got it,” Maggie said. “But he’s funny, Dad, and cool and nice and . . . cute. I don’t need a dude with money. I have a mother who owns the third-biggest cosmetics company in America and a stepfather who owns the second-biggest one in America. So I don’t need a boyfriend to buy me a ticket to my next Leonardo DiCaprio picture.”


“You admitted it. You said the magic word.”


Maggie picked and nibbled the sesame seeds off her bun, didn’t touch the meat, took a sip of Diet Coke. “What magic word?”


“Boyfriend,” Bobby said.


“I didn’t say boyfriend.”


“Did too,” Bobby said, and then polished off his burger.


“Did not.”


“Too.”


“Not,” she said, a single-strap brace retainer holding together a beautiful smile. “What we need here is some proper proof. Which you’d have if you’d let me take you shopping at the Snoop Shop.”


Maggie knew her father had already gotten his pistol carry permit back and that he was committed to at least another year and a half of indentured servitude to a certain sleazy lawyer named Izzy Gleason— who had gotten Bobby out of a murder rap frame the year before. “I want my old man to be a state-of-the-art private eye,” she said winking her left eye. “A shamus I won’t be ashamed of.”


“You read too much Raymond Chandler,” he said.


“You gave me his books,” she said. “Said he’d be a good change from Jane Austen.”


“Touché,” he said. “At least the women in his books work for a living.”


“And I want to help you with your job,” she said.


Maggie was determined to buy Bobby gifts at the Snoop Shop, a store in the West Village that sold all those wacky gizmos for surveillance, spying, eavesdropping, and secret recording, so popular with conspiracy freaks, marital paranoids, and assorted degenerates. She’d told Bobby that now that he had officially resigned from the Manhattan District Attorneys detective squad and had a private investigators license, he should at least have the latest tools of the trade.


“You’re a working man,” Maggie said. “I’m a spoiled rich kid with too much money for a thousand kids, so at least let me buy my old man some hardware for his birthday.”


“Have I ever lied to you, Mag?” Bobby asked, getting back to the boyfriend/schoolwork topic.


“Were the bedtime stories you used to tell me about Sticky the Dog with a magic nose that could smell a lie, true?”


“If you believed in them they were,” Bobby said.


“Okay, then you never lied to me,” Maggie said. “Never. Not even when you were in jail for the murder of Dorothea. You promised you’d come home and prove you were innocent. And you did.”


“Okay,” Bobby said. “No lie, you said boyfriend. Cal is your boyfriend. Mom disapproves of him because he’s working-class.”


“Shanty is her word of choice,” Maggie said. “It sounds dirtier and lower on the food chain.”


“You know I wouldn’t disapprove of him for coming from people who work with their hands for a living. But I don’t automatically approve of him for it, either. I don’t care how much money he has, so long as he’s nice to you. But if he is distracting you from school, I back your mother—and disapprove, too.”


“Cal’s so smart he doesn’t need to study,” she said.


“Good for Cal,” Bobby said. “But us mere mortal nerds, we need to study. Maybe it’s old fashioned, maybe it’s for Herbs, but . . .”


“You’re mixing up nerds and Herbs again, old man. A nerd chooses to be a brownnose bore who can’t dress. A Herb can’t help what he is. He’s just born with herbitis.”


“I stand corrected. But here’s the deal from your old man. I’m just your average, divorced, weekend father. Your mom is your primary custodian. But when you’re with me, if you study three hours, you can have three hours with Cal. You read, do your papers, go over vocabulary for the PSATs all Saturday morning, you got Saturday night out with Cal, so long as I know where you’re going.”


“Cool,” Maggie said.


“Plus I gotta meet him.”


“Un-cool.”


“Un-cool is un-acceptable.”


“He doesn’t like meeting parents,” Maggie said.


“Tell him he has a choice. Me or your mother.”


“I’ll bring him to meet you next weekend.”


“Deal,” Bobby said.


“But you gotta shop with me at the Snoop Shop for your birthday,” she said. “If you’re gonna be a private eye, old man, I’m gonna make sure you’re state-of-the-art.”


“Okay,” Bobby said. “And later we’ll see any movie or any show you want and go for a little late din-din at the West Bank.”


“I love that place! We saw Winona Ryder there the last time. And Alec Baldwin. Is Bruce Willis really a friend of the owner’s?”


“Yep. Steve the owner and Bruce are old elbow-bending buddies.”


“Cool.”


“I have the cell phone shut off so even your mother can’t call to interrupt us. Then tomorrow, you study.”


“But you’re saying today’s just for us?” Maggie said, a coy smile spreading across her tanned face.


“Yep.”


“Then I think you might need a pair of those rearview glasses from the Snoop Shop that let you see behind you.”


“Huh?”


From behind him on the dock Bobby heard the dreaded voice that sounded like the desperate whine of an airplane engine dying. While on board. Bobby tensed and gripped the boat railing as if it were the arms of the seat on the nosediving plane.


“Christ Almighty, I’ve been calling all freakin’ day!” Izzy Gleason shouted as he came aboard The Fifth Amendment, smoking a long cigarette, holding a styrofoam cup in his right hand, his ginger hair gleaming, the big caps on his teeth like a housing tract of igloos. ‘Tour phone’s shut off. What the hells a matter with you? We got us a client with a heartbeat and piece of harbor view property and a real lulu of a case for the newspapers and TV. We’ll need your buddy, Roth, from the News. ‘The Rent Control Murders, featuring Izzy Gleason for the defense.’ Bobby Emmet, PI . . . !”


Izzy Gleason stopped in mid-sentence to stare at two twenty-something women in string bikinis working on early tans on board a Chinese junk named Armitage moored in the neighboring slip. “Yoo-hoo, honey pies, if either of you can’t type I could sure use a secretary,” Izzy shouted.


The women were lying belly down on chaise longues, the strings of their tops untied for uniform color. They looked up and smiled. “We’ll wait until Bobby’s hiring,” said Pam, the one with the yellow suit.


“Volunteer us then,” said Dot, the one with the white bikini.


“Not today, Izzy,” Bobby shouted rushing to the entrance of the boat, waving his arms, blocking Izzy’s entrance.


“You think if I started singing The Star-Spangled Banner’ they’d leap up to attention real fast?” Izzy asked.


“About face, Iz,” Bobby said.


“Hey, I got me a Chinaman hiding out, ready to be stir-fried in homicide oil. Out of all the lawyers in our great big city of New York he picked me out of the Yellow Pages,” Izzy said. “Funny, huh? A Chinaman using the Yellow Pages. What color you think the phone book is in Peking, anyway?”


“Izzy,” Bobby shouted, “I’m having a visitation with my daughter. It’s my birthday . . .”


“Happy birthday, Bobby,” Pam and Dot sang out in unison.


“Then do I have a birthday gift for you. Your usual ten percent of whatever I get for you to do your Charlie Chan routine, podner . . .”


“I’m not your partner,” Bobby said.


“You made a deal with me . . .”


“The deal was you get me off the murder charge, I do investigative work for you gratis for two years,” Bobby said. “That’s called indentured servitude, not partnership.”


“And here you are,” Izzy said. “Less than a year later, living on my ship, which is part of the deal . . .”


“Boat,” Bobby corrected, “not ship . . .”


“. . . driving my Jeep, using my office, and my cell phone, which you have turned off—when I need you.”


“It’s the weekend,” Bobby said. “My time with my daughter. I promised her we’d be alone. I might be indentured to you professionally but I am not your goddamned personal slave.”


“Dad, if it’s a case, I don’t mind,” Maggie said, excited. “As long as I can help you with it.”


“See,” Izzy said, squeezing past Bobby onto the deck of The Fifth Amendment. He flicked a lit Kent 100 overboard, drained his styrofoam cup, picked up Maggie’s untouched turkey burger, and mashed it into his mouth. “Sony,” he mumbled, “is anyone eating this?”


“Yeah, the pet dingo,” Bobby said. “Now.”


“Is there any un-diet Coke?” Izzy asked, lifting the bun, picking up a salt shaker from the condiment table, and dumping a blizzard of it on the burger. He squeezed on more ketchup, added mayo, mustard, a handful of potato chips, and some bread-and-butter pickles before slapping the bun back on top. He opened his mouth so wide his eyes involuntarily closed as he bear-trapped the burger.


“All we have is diet,” Maggie said.


“Thanks, kid, I’ll offer it up for the Holy Souls in Burgatory.” Maggie smiled and handed him a Diet Coke and a napkin.


“He eats like a blunt head, Dad,” Maggie said, giggling.


“Honey, you think you can go play with your dolls while I talk to your old man about big people’s things like murder and money?”


“I hope you can swim and eat at the same time,” Bobby said, standing and grabbing Izzy by the arm.


“Chill, Pop,” Maggie said. “I want to go inside and call Cal, anyway. Izzy’s cool. He’s . . . different. Plus he brought you home to me from jail.”


Sometimes she reminded Bobby of things he wished he could forget.


“Bright kid,” Izzy said.


Maggie went into the salon of the Silverton and pulled the door closed. Izzy took a long drink of the Diet Coke, pushed the last of the burger in his mouth, belched, and began to pace, like Joe Cocker live in concert. For a man five foot seven and 155 pounds, Izzy Gleason took up more room, could eat more, and made more noise than a hockey team. Since he stepped on board, the Silverton had shrunk to the size of a dinghy.


Izzy wiped his hands on the lining of his light-blue Cerruti suit. His polished white loafers with black leather heels clicked on the wooden deck. He picked at his teeth with the corner of a business card and lit a new cigarette with a disposable lighter.


“You hear the news this morning?” Izzy asked.


“I watched the homicides du jour on TV,” Bobby said. “When you weren’t one of them, I got disappointed and turned it off.”


“The Empire Court rent-control couple that disappeared?”


“I saw that, yeah . . .”


“That’s my Chinaman.”


“The word is ‘Chinese,’ ” Bobby said.


“It’s okay I call you an Irishman but I can’t call a guy named Chung a Chinaman? Who makes these rules? Japs?”


“Never mind, get on with it,” Bobby said.


“The McCoys, the missing couple, they were in a beef with our client,” Izzy said.


“Your client,” Bobby said. “In the immortal words of Sam Goldwyn, include me out of this.”


“Jimmy Chung, the landlord . . .”


“Slumlord,” Bobby said, “from what I could glean.”


“Slumlord, warlord, Lord and Taylor, who gives a rat’s ass,” Izzy said. “Fact is, when they picked Chung up on suspicion in the disappearance of Eddie and Sally McCoy, he called me. I went down there. And who do you think is there sweatin’ him?”


“Charlie Chan,” Bobby said. “What is this, charades? Tell me what you want. I have a fourteen-year-old daughter who is suffering through first love, Regents finals, SATs, and a neurotic mother, who just happens to be my ex-wife . . .”


“And not a bad piece of ass-ettes,” Izzy said.


“Watch your filthy mouth. That’s the mother of my kid.”


“Hey, no offense, but I always wondered? What it’s like spanking a rich bitch with a cricket paddle?”


“Izzy, I’m warning you.”


“Okay, back to Chinese checkers. Anyways, I go down and who do you think has my wily Oriental gentleman under the hot lamp? None other than your steroid-anthropoid-ex-partner, Chris Kringle.”


“Noel Christmas?”


“Yeah,” said Izzy. “What the fuck kinda handle is that anyway?”


“His mother died giving birth on Christmas Eve and his father had a sense of humor,” Bobby said.


“His name might be Noel Christmas but he has a fuckin’ face like Good Friday,” Izzy said, spitting overboard into the wind. “After Judas’s kiss. That noneck, lamebrain, muscle-bound, lab-primate was at Brooklyn Law School when I was there—twenny years ago, and he’s still there, nights! I told them they should give him a fuckin’ gold watch instead of a law degree.”


“He’s tenacious,” Bobby said.


“He’s stupid, is what he is,” Izzy said, walking toward the door to the salon. “You have any vodka to kill the taste of this diet shit?”


“It’s the afternoon, Izzy. Can’t you at least wait till sundown, especially when you’re working?”


“I been up since six,” Izzy said, pulling out a pack of Goldenberg’s Peanut Chews, pushing three chocolate squares into his mouth. “I already did my job. I sprung the shirt-starcher. Now it’s your turn to go to work on his alibi and whatever happened to the missing McCoys. Because, personally, I don’t think he’s gonna be out long before your friend Noel Santa Claus puts another arrest warrant in his stocking. Crime scene apparently looked like Bela Lugosi’s lunch. Blood everywhere. Santa put a rush on the blood tests. They found flesh and bone fragments.”


“Christmas. His name is Noel Christmas, and he’s no friend of mine, either. He was my partner in the Manhattan DA’s office for two years, and when I got jammed up he was deafeningly silent. He didn’t lift a finger to help me.”


“Then here’s your chance to pull this Arnold wanna-be’s pants down in public and let everyone see what a small metabolic steroid pee-pee he has,” Izzy said. “Make my guy walk, send Christmas to hell in his fuckin’ toy bag, and collect your ten percent of my fee as my trusty little shamus. Plus ten percent of whatever the building’s worth as a bonus. You gonna be a man and earn a few dollars or you gonna let your exwife pay your kid’s tuition again come September?”


Izzy knew where to hurt Bobby—in his Irish working-class family pride.


“Is your guy innocent?” Bobby asked, coming around.


“How the fuck would I know? I care about that like I lose sleep over the war between Iran and Iraq. You’re the fuckin’ investigator. I can’t understand three words he says. If he was a waiter, I’d order and he’d probably bring me sweet and sour Doberman. That’s why I hired me a new girl this morning to translate.”


He pointed to the rotunda overlooking the boat basin, where a longhaired young Asian woman leaned over the railing, smoking a cigarette. Izzy waved at her; she waved her cigarette at him in a lazy loop.


“At six this morning, you hired her?”


“She’s flexible.”


“From where?”


“She’s a physical therapist I see for my bad back . . .”


“You hired a chick from a massage parlor as a translator?”


“She’s legit, speaks a six-pack of Chinese dialects. She just does shiatsu massages to help pay her way through college.”


“Jeez, that’s original,” Bobby said.


“She rings acupuncture doorbells all over your body. This broad walks on your back, she can translate a slipped disk into a break dance. One visit to The Bamboo Rack and you’re a new man. You go in like a totaled Taurus and you come out like a mint Mercedes.”


“The Bamboo Rack?” Bobby said. “Sounds like a POW camp.”


“Anyway, we worked out a barter on the translating gig,” Izzy said. “I’m gonna work out a little problem she has.”


“Izzy Gleason’s Green Card Sweepstakes,” Bobby said. “She performs a few illegal acts for you, instead of you paying legal tender, you’ll make her a legal resident.”


“You have a very dirty mind,” Izzy said, grinning.


“Must be the company I’m forced to keep.”


Izzy pulled open the salon door, reached into the overhead closet above the sink, removed a botde of Absolut vodka. He poured the vodka into the opening in the Diet Coke can and placed his thumb over the hole and shook. As the foam rose Izzy covered it with his mouth until his cheeks puffed like a chipmunk’s. He swallowed and belched, poured more vodka into the can, and put the bottle away.


“Anyway, I wouldn’t let Jimmy Chung answer any questions,” Izzy said. “I told Christmas, charge him or march him.”


“Why’d they pick him up?”


“The McCoys had a rent-controlled apartment for like six hundred a month and were always moaning, complaining about silly shit—rodent infestation, no heat in winter, no hot water, ceiling collapses,” Izzy said, taking another slug of the cola and vodka.


“Nigglers. How dare they want tickets to the bleacher seats of civilization.”


“Chung makes no bones that he wanted them out. Then last night an anonymous caller called 911 from a pay phone, around five AM, said he saw a masked man struggling to load a garbage bin into a white van in the alley behind 22 Empire Court. The license plate he gave was registered to my guy. Cops responded to the building. Did a routine search, knocking on doors. They found the McCoys’ apartment door opened. Found blood and flesh and bone fragments on the pillow and sheets. Found similar blood in the recycling bin in the basement. They suspect foul play. The wife has no family. But I hear McCoy has a loudmouth sister who told the cops that her brother and Chung had been at each other’s throats for months. So they brought in my guy. Before he could select a plea from Column A or a sentence from Column B, I sprung him.”


“That’s it?”


“So far. Except my China-client owns the building—which he very generously signed over to me in lieu of an eventual fifty-K retainer,” Izzy said, taking another gulp. “This goes to trial, he ups with half a mil or I’ll own that building.”


“He agreed to that?”


“Like I sez, his English ain’t too good,” Izzy said. “But he signed his name. Now it’s no tickee, no buildee.”


“You just got reinstated to the bar last year, Izzy,” Bobby said. “You want to get suspended again? Or disbarred this time?”


“Hey, no law or ethics board says I can’t pick my price. This is the U.S. of A., as in A good living. I’m a high-priced criminal defense attorney because I’m the fuckin’ best there is. This ain’t a fuckin’ house closing here. They’re trying to put my guy in the smokehouse for a double whammy.”


“They don’t even have a case on him yet,” Bobby said. “You don’t need me.”


“Well, they have motive, they have opportunity, and then there’s also the blood they found in Jimmy Chung’s van, which if it matches the blood on the pillow and the garbage bin is pretty good circumstantial evidence . . .”


“Okay,” Bobby said with a groan. “Where the hell is he?”


“Stashed in my office,” Izzy said.
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Maggie was thoroughly understanding about Bobby having to do a bit of unpleasant business on his birthday. She said she’d go home to her mothers Trump Tower duplex to study for her PSATs and her finals, which were coming up the next week. They kissed each other goodbye and he promised to see her the next day to go to The Snoop Shop.


Bobby pulled on a pair of dungarees, stuffed his cell phone into the pocket of his black and white Hawaiian shirt, put his .38 into his front pants pocket, made sure his cany license and PI ticket were in his wallet, and left with Izzy.


The boat basin was one of the safest addresses in the big city and Bobby waved goodbye to Doug the dockmaster, the city park worker who took care of all 101 slips, including 99A, the lease for which was in Izzy Gleason’s name. The monthly rent was $379, with a fashionable Upper West Side river view.


“This is Beverly,” Izzy said, when he introduced the Asian woman in the yellow micro-mini and matching platform heels who had climbed into the backseat of the six-year-old Jeep Cherokee. The Jeep belonged to Izzy and was, like the boat, on indefinite loan to Bobby.


“Betty,” the woman corrected.


Bobby drove out of the boat basin garage under the rotunda, up Seventy-ninth Street to West End, and made a right.


“Okay. Betty,” Izzy said. “As in Boop-boop-eee-doo.”


“Translate, please,” said Betty.


“It means you strut a mean spine, Betty Boop,” Izzy said.


“Nice to meet you, Betty,” Bobby said.


“Happnin’,” she said.


Bobby looked in the rearview mirror at the pretty woman in her mid-twenties. She looked nervous as she gnawed the inside of her lower lip, swallowed, stared out the window. She caught Bobby looking at her in the mirror and she put on a pair of big cheap shades. She stuck a cigarette in her cherry-red lips, which made her look suddenly older. And uglier.


“Sorry, no smoking in the car,” Bobby said.


“Since fuckin’ when?” Izzy shouted.


“Watch your mouth in front of the lady . . .”


“Jesus fuckin’ Chrise,” Betty said.


Izzy lit his own smoke and Bobby looked in the rearview again as Betty lit hers. Bobby hit the brakes on the corner of Seventy-second and West End. “Out,” Bobby said.


“Fuck you talking about, out? This here’s my goddamned car!”


“Okay, then I’ll get out and you drive,” Bobby said, throwing the car into park, turning off the ignitíon, pulling out the keys, and yanking up the door handle.


“I have no license,” Izzy said.


“Then I’ll meet you at die office,” Bobby said.


Izzy angrily tossed his smoke out the window, nodded for Betty to do the same. She took a last long drag and flipped it out the window and said, “America getting like China.”


“Where you from, Betty?” Bobby asked.


“I only know where I going,” she said. “I do what I must do.”
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Bobby parked the Jeep Cherokee in the garage underneath the Empire State Building, where Izzy Gleason kept his office in room B-378, next to the janitor’s closet in the basement of the world’s most famous skyscraper. When Bobby was working on a case for Izzy he also used the office but, mercifully, hadn’t been there in two months.


They climbed the steps to the basement level. Izzy lit a smoke the minute he stopped in front of his office door. So did Betty. The door to room B-378 was already open and a crew of forensic cops was dusting the cluttered office for prints. The room was a wreck from a police toss, and blood was smeared around like an acid head’s Rorschach test. Criminalists were putting little pieces of what they thought might be evidence in paper and plastic bags and placing paper tents over what they thought were bloodstains. Others were spraying luminol, a chemical compound that made bloodstains glow under a black light.


“Here they are, the shyster from hell and his dutiful gumshoe,” said Noel Christmas, chief Manhattan District Attorneys Office investigator. “What’s a matter, Izzy? You knew there was so much blood, you brought help to mop up?”


“Actually, Noel, I’m here to make sure you don’t steal the mop,” Bobby said.


Christmas stood five eight, weighed about 220, all of it overdeveloped muscle. His pectorals were massive, and his shoulders were as broad as the anchor on a pirate ship. He looked like a suit of armor that had been fitted for a Brooks Brothers three-piece. The knot in his silk tie was a perfect Windsor; his Italian loafers gleamed. He wore no rings on his fingers but sported a gold Tag Heuer watch. He sucked on one Turns tablet after another, and when he spoke, the words came out of his dry white mouth like verbal chalk scribbles.


“Some cases are sad, some boring, some a pain in the ass, some who gives a monkey’s fuck,” Christmas said. “But this one, shit, I’m gonna have fun puttin’ away the sleaziest lawyer in New York.”


“Even someone who failed the bar exam for eighteen straight years must have learned that you need a warrant to be in here,” Izzy said, grabbing a Tootsie Roll from the candy dish on his own desk, unwrapping it, and biting it into little brown pennies.


Noel Christmas handed Izzy a warrant. “You must miss the joint, Bobby,” Christmas said.


Then Christmas looked at Betty, who nervously lit a cigarette.


“I know you get paid for doing the opposite at work, lady, but in my crime scene you better take that fucking butt out your mouth,” Christmas said. A uniformed cop took it from her.


“When God was giving out class you thought he said ‘ass,’ ” Bobby said. “You don’t wear gloves in a crime scene. You walk all over the evidence without shoe covers. You make disparaging, unprofessional remarks to citizens and an officer of the court. You talk while you’re eating. And, man, do you smell.”


Noel Christmas took the last remark like a punch.


“This is an arrest warrant,” Izzy said. “For Jimmy Chung. So arrest him. My meter’s running, pally.”


Izzy turned to Bobby and shrugged as if to say he had no idea what the hell was going on.


“Our people trailed you and Chung here to this rodent nest after we cut him loose this morning,” Christmas said. “The lab techies worked on the blood sample found in the van. Thank God for computers. Pending DNA results, in six hours they made a preliminary match to the blood on the pillowcase, the sheets, the blanket, and Jimmy Chung’s garbage bin. We found a judge who gave us the warrant. When we came in here to get him, all we found was this mess. Which looks like another crime scene, and so I sealed it and called in forensic, and now the gang’s all here. Except, of course, for Chung.”


He pulled out the chair from under the desk. Christmas made a hand signal to a uniformed cop by the door and the overhead lights were doused. Under the black light the luminol spray illuminated glowing blood splatters all over the desk, chairs, and floor. There was one glowing clump of what looked like flesh and possibly cartilage or bone.


“Somebody was butchered in here,” Christmas said. He signaled for the overhead light to be put back on. One rod of fluorescent hummed incessantly, like a trapped moth, as it had from the first day Bobby ever entered the office.


“Guess what else had bloodstains all over it?” Christmas said.


“The rag between your legs?” Izzy said.


Christmas removed a sheet of yellow paper from inside a brown paper evidence bag. The document was dotted and smeared with blood. Some of the stains looked like partial fingerprints.


“Recognize it?” Christmas asked.


“Your last bar exam?” Izzy asked. “You slit your wrists when you saw the score was lower than your hat size?”


But Izzy recognized it as a carbon copy of Jimmy Chung’s transfer of the deed to 22 Empire Court in lieu of an attorney retainer fee.


“You tell me,” Izzy said, knowing he was better off not answering any questions. It was clear to Bobby that Izzy was now a suspect in the disappearance and possible murder of Jimmy Chung.


“Okay, so Chung gets brought in for questioning in the disappearance of the McCoys,” Christmas said. “He calls you. You show up in the early hours with your libido engineer here.”


“I not know nothing,” Betty said, frightened at the sight of all the blood.


“Can I ask a hypothetical?” Izzy asked.


“What?” Christmas asked.


“When you pour the steroids on them in the morning, do those Rice Krispies you call your balls go snap, crackle, or pop?”


A few of the other cops muffled laughs and bent lower to the ground to do their work. Noel Christmas reddened, the veins in his neck rising like cables.


Bobby watched Christmas wave the deed in front of Izzy’s face.


“Funny, isn’t it, that a couple of people who are in a battle with their landlord go missing. In steps Sleazy Izzy Gleason . . .”


“Nobody Beats the Iz,” Izzy said.


“. . . out of the blue and walks the Chinese gendeman out of my interrogation,” Christmas continued. “He stashes this slumlord in his office here, and with the help of the same massage-parlor pros-translator that he brought to my squad room earlier, makes him sign over the deed to the building in question in lieu of payment—just in case anything happens to him or he doesn’t pay up. Then when we come here to rearrest Chung, all we find is blood, flesh, and bone. Just like we found in the McCoy pad.”


“Is this leading somewhere, Noel?” Bobby asked.


“Yeah,” Christmas said. “Hopefully, to a lethal injection.”


“You charging me with something, you creatine cretin?” Izzy asked.


“Not at this juncture,” Christmas said. “But I am sending a detailed report to the State Bar Association Ethics Board. And if we can’t find Mr. Chung but do prove this is his blood, I’ll be looking for you, Mr. Gleason.”


“You saying Izzy’s a suspect in a homicide?” Bobby asked.


“I’m saying he’s a suspect in three possible homicides. I think they’re all related and can be traced to that bloodstained deed. All I have to do is find the corpus delicti.”


“You’re out of your fuckin’ mind,” Izzy said, grabbing another Tootsie Roll from his desk. Christmas clamped his hand on Izzy’s.


“Touch that and I’ll hold you for tampering with evidence,” Christmas said. “Now both of you better remove yourselves and Little Miss Knobjob from my crime scene until we take down the yellow tape.”
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“Okay, my established point is six—as in deep six—and with all these people throwing sevens,” Izzy Gleason said, using the gambling term for dying, or crapping out, “I’m gonna wind up with twenny-five to life for hom-two. Or the sayonara syringe for whack-one.”


They walked through the parking garage under the Empire State Building, Izzy loading a Snickers bar into his mouth.


“We better check out Chungs building,” Bobby said. “Where the McCoys disappeared.”


Izzy handed Betty a couple of twenty-dollar bills and asked her to take a cab to his month-to-month apartment in the Chelsea Hotel, on Twenty-third Street.


“When you take care of other thing for me?” she asked.


“Soon,” Izzy said. “I don’t know if you can grasp this, Bambi, but I have bigger problems right now, like the whole forest is on fire and I’m tied to a fuckin’ tree.”


“Name Betty, no Bambi, and you make me promise. I did what you ask. You keep your promise.”


“Go to the room, rent a few kung fu movies, order some Chinese takeout, get undressed, and wait for me,” Izzy said.


“I don’t eat Chinese food.”


“Then order a pizza from the ginzo with the dirty windows down the block,” Izzy said, exasperated. “Tell Filthy Fredo it’s for me, he’ll know what to make—extra cheese, pepperoni, sausage, easy on the roach eggs. Save me three slices. Get a bottle of cream soda.”


“I get McDonald’s, you keep promise,” Betty said.


Betty stormed off toward the street exit, passing a woman in her late twenties whose long auburn hair was pulled back tight on her head, fastened with a simple elastic band. She wore little makeup, no earrings, and her face had the unblemished beauty of a life lived clean. She was almost angelic, except for the incongruous icy blue eyes. She wore loose, cuffed jeans, a denim jacket, and plain white sneakers. Her hands were jammed into the jacket pockets as she approached Bobby and Izzy in a steady stride.


Bobby noticed her first, was struck by her streamlined beauty, her savvy body language, her deliberate gait. In the shadowy garage he didn’t notice the polar-blue eyes until she was two feet away.


“Izzy Gleason?”


“Esquire,” Izzy said, grinning lasciviously. “If you’re here about the ad for a secretary, all you need to know is addition, subtraction, silence, and sub servience. I’ll take your name and number and we can talk over dinner. Tonight’s fine. What’s your address and what’re you cookin’? I don’t eat no liver . . .”


“Scumbag,” the woman said and threw a perfectly delivered right hand to Izzy’s left cheekbone, just below the eye. On impact the roll of quarters in the woman’s right fist broke loose, the coins clattering and rolling all over the garage floor.


“Fuck me!” Izzy screamed as he staggered backwards, bouncing off a support column, hands going to his face.


The woman reached in her pocket, came out with her right fist wrapped around another roll of quarters, and went after Izzy again, both hands balled now, hitting him three more punches to the face as Izzy covered his head with his arms.


“Whoa!” Bobby shouted, grabbing her by both arms. It was like trying to hold on to a Jet Ski in stormy chop.


“Let go, you swine, or you’re next,” the woman shouted.


Izzy stood up straight, a lump immediately forming under his eye. “Hey, you loony twat, what the fuck?”


“You walked Jimmy Chung out of that goddamned police station,” she shouted, her voice echoing in the underground garage.


“Easy, lady,” Bobby said, his arms wrapped around her, his forearms across the tops of her firm breasts, her butt bouncing off him as she bucked in his vise-like grip. Bobby tried not to allow himself to enjoy it. But she was thrilling. She smelled damn good, too. No perfume, no scented soap, no fragrant talc, no fruity hair gunk. She just smelled vibrantly, alluringly, spotlessly clean. In an age of smut, vulgarity, and slutty hype, clean was refreshingly sexy. She wasn’t hard to look at, either. You’ve been too long without a dame, he thought.


“Your murdering client hurt my brother!” she screamed. “Kidnapped him, and I wanna know where the hell he is!”


“Who’s your brother?” Bobby asked.


“Eddie McCoy,” she said. “And my sister-in-law, Sally.”


“What’s your name?” Bobby asked.


“Amy McCoy.”


“MeCunt!” Izzy screamed, cupping his ever-swelling eye.


“What weight do you fight at?” Bobby asked.


“This is no goddamned joke,” she said. “Now let go of me.”


“Promise not to throw any more punches?”


“No.”


“Then we have a problem.”


“You guys have the freakin’ problem,” she said. “I’m it.”


“Let her go,” Izzy said, rushing to the Jeep to look at his eye in the side mirror. “Fuck etiquette, I’ll punch this bitch’s lamps out. Broad gave me a shiner bigger than Petey the dog in The Little Rascals! I look like Vincent Price in The Fly. How the fuck do I explain this? I’m supposed to go in front of a judge wearing jive-junlde shades now? ‘Good morning, ladies and gents of the jury, José Feliciano for the defense.’ Let her go, Bobby. I’ll show this psycho snatch what I think of political correctness.”


“Yeah, lemme go,” she said. “I’ll break every bone in your face, you despicable little belly crawler.”


“I think she’ll kick your ass, Iz,” Bobby said, halfamused. “Maybe you better grab a cab home, get some ice on that mouse.”


“This ain’t a mouse,” Izzy said, touching his eye, looking in the mirror. “It’s a fuckin’ bilge rat!”


“Hey, if the shoe fits,” Amy said.


“Izzy, go. I’ll deal with the little lady.”


“I’ll fight you, too, you patronizing, ape-shaped clown,” Amy McCoy said. “If you think I’m going to rest while the judicial system ignores my brother and sister-in-law, you’re sadly mistaken. I’ll punch your face, hound the press, burn down your house, and turn your own dog against you. I won’t wait for God to mete out justice while I have a breath left in my earthly body.”


“This broad’s a wack-job and I’m atta here,” Izzy said. “Get her a sandwich board and let her walk up and down fuckin’ Broadway like the rest of the end-of-the-world beatniks.”


As Bobby held on to Amy McCoy, Izzy Gleason strode out of the underground garage, holding a hankie to his eye. “Bitch Pearl Harbors me while the other cockknocker, Christmas, is trying to nail me for deep-sixin’ my own gook client,” Izzy mumbled as he passed them. “Great fuckin’ day for Izzy Gleason. What ever happened to the luck of the Micks and the brains of the Hebes? Your average legal aid client doesn’t have a day like this . . .”


From the cool shadows of the garage Bobby watched Izzy hurry into the bright sun, buy an ice pop from a Good Humor wagon, and place it against his swollen eye. He ripped the wrapper off, took a bite, put it back to his eye, and darted into the middle of Thirty-fourth Street, waving madly for a taxi. A driver wearing a fez crossed two lanes and hung a U-turn in horn-honking traffic to pull up alongside Izzy, who climbed in, giving Amy McCoy the finger.


When he was gone, Bobby let go of Amy McCoy. She turned and swung at Bobby’s face. He caught her by the wrist. He squeezed and she dropped the roll of quarters into his other hand.


“Hey,” he said, “I ain’t the bad guy.”


“You work for that bag of garbage?”


“I’m trying to find out what happened to your brother—for his client—which means we’re on the same side. Look, Izzy Gleason is a lot of things, most of them pretty unpleasant, but he’s no kidnapper, and he’s no killer.”


“Who the hell are you?”


“A private investigator, which for now sounds better than saying unemployed ex-cop.”


“ ‘What’s your name?” she said. “I’m gonna check you out.”


“Bobby Emmet. Let me buy you lunch and I’ll save you the trouble. Then you can check my story on a Nexis search. You’ll see I did time for killing my fiancée.”


“Charmed,” she said.


“But I didn’t do it.”


“You and O.J.”


“Izzy got me out of jail. Helped me expose a bunch of corrupt cops who framed me in a police medical-pension racket. I found my fiancée and she was alive. But, in the end, I couldn’t save her.”


“Reassuring,” she said, then softened. “Sorry. Cheap shot.”


“It’s okay,” Bobby said. “So here’s the rest of the four-one-one: I’m divorced, and I have a fourteen-year-old daughter who is studying for her PSATs and in love with a guy named Cal who she says is cool. Working for Izzy Gleason is just what I do these days to pay her tuition. For now.”


“Okay, now let go of my wrist,” she said.


“One more thing,” Bobby said. “Since fifth grade, Sister Margaret Timothy, Holy Family School, Brooklyn—I’ve had this aversion to women smacking me across the face. Since I don’t hit women back, I try to stop it before it happens.”


“I won’t,” she said.


He let go and leaned backwards, like Ali from a jab. She didn’t throw it and he held out his hand to shake. She looked at it but didn’t shake. Instead, she stuffed her hands in her back pockets.


“I’m looking for my brother,” she said, “not a friend.”


“Fine,” Bobby said and fished his keys out of his pocket. He handed her the roll of quarters and walked to the blue Jeep, unlocked the door, and got in and started the engine.


“Hey!” she shouted.


He rolled down the window and said, “What?”


“What about that lunch?”


“Get in.”
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Bobby called Maggie on his cell phone as he drove down Broadway with Amy next to him in the front seat of the Jeep.


“You asked me if you could help,” Bobby said.


“Absolutely, Pop,” Maggie said.


“Find out whatever you can about the landlord of number 22 Empire Court,” he said. “His name is Jimmy Chung, Chinese born. The Department of Buildings must have his green-card number, and a Social Security number. Use that to get his DMV records. Check his other holdings, his arrest record— here and in China, Taiwan, or Hong Kong, or wherever he’s from. See if he has relatives here. Partners. Check out back issues of the English-language Chinese papers.”


“I can do better than that,” Maggie said. “I can check out the Chinese-language papers, too. I have a language-translation program. It can translate anything from pig Latin to Ebonics. Chinese should be a snap. Then I’ll do a worldwide on-line search on Dialog International Services. It’s got over three hundred databases, more data than the Library of Congress. It scans two thousand newspapers worldwide.”


“Scary,” Bobby said, realizing all that information was available to a little girl with braces through a three-pound laptop the size of a box of cigars. “Sounds like a great start.”


Bobby unhooked the pine-tree-shaped air freshener that dangled from the rearview mirror and placed it in the glove compartment. He didn’t want it interfering with the much better and more exciting fragrance in the car, which bore the name Amy McCoy.


“Why’d you do that?” Amy asked.


“I couldn’t smell the forest for the tree,” he said.


“They won’t let us in the apartment,” Amy said. “I was already down there. The cop in charge, Noel Christmas, he’s not very cooperative—even with me, and I’m the relative of the victims. He kept asking me if my brother was having trouble with his Communist friends. He said there was a file on his radical behavior over the years. He’s trying to blame the victim.”


“I’m not looking to get into your brother apartment,” Bobby said. ‘Tour brother and his wife aren’t the only ones missing, leaving behind a trail of blood.”


“Who else?”


“Jimmy Chung.”


“Good God,” Amy said. “He’s skipped? He’ll disappear into the back alleys of Hong Kong and we’ll never find him . . .”


Bobby knew he couldn’t yet trust this woman, no matter how good looking she was. But he didn’t mind sharing information that would be readily available to her if he thought he could pick her brain about her brother. She could save Bobby a lot of time.


“Noel Christmas seems to think Chung is dead,” Bobby said. “And that Izzy Gleason killed him. He found blood in Izzy’s office.”


“Your sleazy partner . . .”


“Get it straight,” Bobby said, stopping for a light at Houston and Broadway as thousands of frantic New Yorkers marched along the downtown shopping street, or headed to chic overpriced restaurants of SoHo or to catch an avant-garde flick at the Angelika. “Izzy isn’t my partner. I’m paying off a debt to him in trade.”


“Noel Christmas,” she said. “What the hell kind of name is that anyway? It sounds blasphemous.”


“What did your brother tell you about his beef with Chung?”


“It was your typical landlord-tenant war. My brother has been living there for two years. Chung bought the building last year. It’s a rent-controlled building, so you’d need an act of Congress and a wrecking ball to get him out . . .”


“Unless he had him . . .”


“Don’t say it, because I have to assume he’s just missing and not murdered,” Amy said. “Anyway, Chung tried the usual tactics. No heat in the winter, no hot water all year, rodent infestation, no repairs. Eddie reported all this to the city, they took Chung to court, he was fined, ordered to make the repairs, which he never made, and ignored the housing court orders. In the big city he’s one of tens of thousands of landlords who hate rent control.”


“But no one usually goes this far,” Bobby said. “I’ve heard of threats. A few goons throwing a scare into a tenant to get him to move. But murder . . . sorry, I used the word again.”


“I guess until I find them I better get used to hearing it.”


“I know what that’s like,” Bobby said, remembering his own search for his missing fiancée. “Did there reach a point where he actually told you he was scared?”


“About a month ago,” she said. “He started telling me that Chung didn’t want to just raise his rent, he wanted him out. He offered Eddie ten thousand dollars. Eddie said no. Then he offered twenty. Then thirty. We had dinner three weeks ago and he said Chung’s offer had gone up to fifty thousand dollars. Eddie turned him down. Then, my brother was down in Puerto Rico for a long weekend, and when he returned he found that the upstairs tenant had moved out without even taking his furniture. Another tenant moved when Eddie went to Atlantic City for a weekend.”


“Chung was buying them out?”


“Eddie wasn’t sure,” Amy said. “He never heard from them again. No forwarding addresses. No new phone numbers. Just . . . gone.”


“Your brother and his wife were the last holdouts?”


“Yeah,” she said. “But my brother began to develop some theory. It sounded far-fetched, so I didn’t pay much attention at the time. My brother was always into conspiracies. He said the city wanted the land to build a new terminal or something, a whole big parcel of downtown land. He said it involved Sam Kronk—you know, the big real estate developer and Atlantic City casino king.”


“Yeah, ’course I know who he is. But there’s already a ferry terminal and three heliports. What did he mean, ‘terminal’?”


“I’m not sure,” she said. “Maybe I just have more faith than most, but I told him I refused to believe, as corrupt as the city is, that they’d send goons around harassing or kidnapping citizens to build new buildings.”


“What did . . . does your brother do for a living?”


“He’s a freelance writer,” she said. “His wife is an artist.”


“What kind of stuff does he write?”


“He’s older than me,” she said. “Forty. So he grew up in the paranoid sixties, early seventies. He still believes the whole world is corrupt, that all big money is involved in a global conspiracy to exploit the working class and the poor. So he writes mostly for left-wing periodicals—you know, about plots between the government and big business. He spent time in South and Central America, he exposed corporate America’s rape of the rain forest, and he wrote about the child-labor mills that make clothes for major American corporations with celebrity names, like that total phony with the talk show. Lately he’s been writing about the prospect of casino gambling in the city and how the working classes will be robbed by Sam Kronk. He spent time in casinos in Puerto Rico and Atlantic City, investigating Kronk.”


“I remember reading some of your brother’s stuff. He used to write for the Village Voice, no?”


“That’s right,” she said.


“Kronk is one very big enemy.”


“Eddie considers Kronk one of the worst exploiters in the city—the world. He talked about how Kronk took gambling money from working people to support political campaigns of politicians he could manipulate. He thinks Kronk has Mayor Brady in his pocket.”


“Yeah, well, he’s not alone there.”


“He says because of term limits, Kronk is going to bankroll the mayors run for the Senate, the way he did with Senator Arena. Then he would handpick the next mayor after Brady, and own two U.S. senators and a governor. My brother thinks Kronk wants to own every major politician from both major parties in New York and New Jersey. He once called Kronk ‘the epitome of egomania and money and corruption gone mad.’ ”


“Your brother is a dying breed,” Bobby said, as they rumbled past Canal Street, which Bobby thought of as the city’s last tool shed, a ten-block casbah of sidewalk displays of electronic gadgets, mechanical doodads, tools, hardware, plumbing supplies. ‘The days of the radical muckraker are pretty much gone— replaced by an overload of gossip columnists. Too bad, I’d rather see a thousand guys like Eddie McCoy than one more item about Sam Kronk’s latest bimbo on his newest yacht. There isn’t a more self-absorbed man alive than Kronk. He lives for headlines. He pays paparazzi to follow him.”


“Yeah, well, in spite of the thousands of words my brother has written about him, I don’t think Kronk even knows he exists.”


“Never know,” Bobby said, glancing into her blue eyes, which had thawed to a sweet azure. “Guys like Kronk usually know about every dime they own and every word written about them. He’s petty, like the mayor—a grievance collector.”


[image: Images]


By 1:15 PM Bobby and Amy were in the alley behind 22 Empire Court. Morning news stories had attracted a few lunchtime gawkers, the sort of people Bobby always suspected were responsible for 99 percent of rubbernecking traffic jams in New York. Uniformed cops were standing sentry outside the front doors, blocking anyone from entering the crime scene. The anonymous 911 caller had said the masked man loaded the heavy recycling bin into the white van here in the alley.


“Which means he wheeled it in from the cellar,” Bobby said. “Come on, there’re no cops at the back door.”


Bobby walked down the ramp, pulled open the door and entered the dim cellar first. He held out his hand for Amy McCoy and she took it. Her hand was small and coarse, the unpampered hand of a woman who had worked most of her life. Clean and hardworking. He found that sexy, too. He realized he hadn’t even asked her what she did for a living.


“Eddie’s a writer,” Bobby said. “What do you do?”


“Right now, a lot of praying,” she said.


A wild-eyed black and white cat appeared before them, hissed, its hair on end, and then ran to protect her kitten.


“Smells like the catacombs,” Amy said. “This place isn’t fit for that kitten.”


“Safe bet Sam Kronk didn’t spend many nights down here,” Bobby said, walking direcdy to the Bell Atlantic telephone junction box mounted on the wall. He opened the panel and looked inside, grabbing several telephone wires, deftly pulling them apart for deliberate inspection, trying to trace their course from the box.


“Something isn’t kosher,” he said, tracing two lines from the junction box, seeing that they extended along the ceiling toward the rear of the massive cellar.


“Maybe your brother had reason to be paranoid,” Bobby said.


“Why?” Amy said. “What are we looking for?”


“I’m not sure,” Bobby said. “You said your brother and his wife were the last tenants in the building. But there’s two phone lines. If Jimmy Chung owned the place, I’m betting he had some kind of equipment room and office he used here. A janitor’s hideout. A place he kept his tools, pipes, brooms, shovels, and odds and ends. A TV and a phone of his own. But it also looks to me like an extension running from your brother’s phone was spliced right out of the junction box with a simple two-dollar Radio Shack jack. The wire runs parallel to a second phone line, to the back of the cellar.”


“You mean like Chung had his own line and ran a tap off my brother’s?” Amy asked.


“Yeah,” Bobby said.


They moved deeper into the cavernous cellar, past the rusted oil tank of the heating system. The parallel phone lines were looped through dangling BX cables and exposed, overhead hot-water risers and waste pipes.


“If you see plaster fall, hold your breath,” Bobby said. “This joint has to be a toxic asbestos waste dump. I bet the last time this cellar was painted it was with molten lead.”


The cellar bottlenecked and they moved down a passageway too narrow to walk two abreast The walls were damp and moldy with seepage from the nearby harbor, scaly algae and moss clinging to old bare granite stones that had probably been quarried from the lower-Manhattan bedrock over a century ago. A single dim incandescent bulb burned forty feet ahead. As they walked down the corridor, they passed small barren rooms, once known as woodbins. A few of the rooms were stacked with boxes and old carriages, carcasses of long-forgotten bicycles, discarded sinks, bathtubs, and toilet bowls. A rat scurried past, its red eyes like two lit cigarette embers in the half-gloom.


“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph the carpenter,” Amy shouted, clutching Bobby’s big biceps. He liked the way it felt. Their eyes met in the palpable gloom. She smiled, abashed, the tough façade fading in the spooky dark.


“That rat hasn’t gotten his eviction notice yet,” Bobby said.


When they reached the end of the corridor, Bobby saw that the phone wires ran into a square wooden box of a room, twelve by twelve, sitting on top of a raised cement foundation. The box was studded out with two-by-fours and hammered together with plyboard, with the pink, hairy stubble of fiberglass insulation showing at the bottom like a fallen hem. A wooden door was snugly fitted into a frame, secured by a sturdy steel hasp and heavy padlock. Bobby lifted the lock, saw that it was a Medeco, knew it was unpickable. He walked back down the dim corridor, went into one of the small dirty woodbin rooms, rummaged around until he found the frame of an old bicycle. He carried the rust-and mold-encrusted frame to the clearing, jammed one arm of the front wheel fork in behind the hasp, and yanked the bike backward. The hasp tore free from the wooden frame in a splintery gouge.


Bobby placed the bike on the floor, brushed the crud off his hands, and went into the room. Amy followed. The light switch was on the wall to the left and when he flicked it on an exhaust fan whirred in the ceiling and an overhead ersatz Tiffany lamp shone down on a teak desk, swivel chair, small couch, tiny refrigerator, Mr. Coffee. A twelve-inch TV sat on top of the refrigerator. On the desk, bottles of Glenlivet scotch, Boodles gin, and Stolichnaya vodka were stacked on a serving tray with four polished rocks glasses. A thick-pile, woven area rug covered the floor.


Bobby traced the two phone wires to an ordinary old-fashioned telephone sitting on the desk. Next to it, a multi-phone-jack-connector hitched together a ten-hour Panasonic tape recorder with a VOX automatic telephone recording device and a TT Systems caller-ID box. The tape from the recorder was missing. Bobby examined the simple operation as Amy looked around at her feet for more rats.


“What the hell is all of this?” she asked.


“In-house phone tap,” Bobby said, fingering the phone wire that was linked to the VOX box, the caller-ID box, and the tape recorder. ‘This wire is spliced into your brothers telephone line at the junction box and runs back here. Every call he makes is recorded. Gotta tell you, Miss McCoy . . .”


“Amy,” she insisted.


“. . . that if someone thought enough to tap your brothers phone, it means he worried somebody. Posed a threat. Maybe they did read his stuff. Maybe it was about the land and this terminal you’re talking about. I dunno. But you don’t illegally tap a man’s phone unless he’s screwing your wife or bad for business.”


“Oh, sweet Jesus . . .”


“This setup would make no clicking sounds because it was voice-activated by this VOX box, which costs about twenty-five bucks in an electronics store. The VOX box triggers the tape recorder to start taping as soon as someone starts talking on the line upstairs. This had a ten-hour microcassette, usually more than enough for a day. And the caller-ID box told Chung the name and number of who it was who was calling.”


Bobby pressed the caller-ID replay button. There were only two numbers on it. He was startled that he recognized one of them as Max Roth’s, his columnist friend at the Daily News. “Do you know this number?” Bobby asked, pointing to the other one.


“It’s mine,” she said. “I don’t know the other one.”
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