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  To Charlie Berns, who keeps refusing to die.


  I

  SAMMY
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  The thought of having the African whacked first occurred to Sammy Dee (née Salvatore Didziocomo) at a homeowners’ meeting to discuss the mold problem in the laundry room at the Paradise Gardens condominium community in Palm Springs. The man was wearing a brightly colored native robe with a hat that made him look like a cross between a sushi chef and a kamikaze pilot, and he was hovering over the onion dip, putting the make on Marcy Gray, the former actress—territory that Sammy considered his own.

  The African was at least six-three and dripping sweat into the dip. And, if that wasn’t bad enough, he was speaking French. The onion dip was beyond help, but the affections of Marcy Gray were another matter. The woman had given Sammy reason to hope that he wouldn’t have to pack it in for the duration.

  She was an attractive (if slightly reconstructed) woman of an indeterminate age. Sammy put her in her sixties, but these days you could never be sure. They were getting better and better with the knife. Nine o’clock every morning she did a couple of miles on the treadmill in the exercise room and, though you could never tell with Spandex, it looked to him like she was holding up decently well.

  They’d had mochaccinos at Starbucks, for openers; a few days later, lunch at Denny’s; and the following week, dinner at the Olive Garden with a bottle of Valpolicella. She had been chatty and flirtatious and had led him to believe, over the spumoni, that had she not been suffering from some undisclosed female ailment at the moment, he might have gotten lucky that night. So, as far as Sammy Dee was concerned, Marcy Gray was low-hanging fruit. His low-hanging fruit. Not a French-speaking African’s, in native robes with tribal scars on his cheek, and, Sammy suspected, a machete in his pants.

  Sammy walked across the room to insert himself into the scene. He was wearing hand-tailored gabardine trousers, a cashmere sweater he’d paid two hundred bucks for at a Nordstrom outlet store in Palm Desert, and a pair of Italian loafers that were so soft he had bruised his toe on a table leg.

  “Sammy Dee,” Marcy Gray smiled, revealing some very expensive dental implants.

  “How’re you doing?”

  “Do you know Didier Onyekachukwu?”

  “Haven’t had the pleasure,” Sammy said, sticking out an indifferent hand to the big African, who crushed it in his meaty grip.

  “Didier is from Ivory Coast. And he speaks French.”

  “No kidding?” Sammy said, trying to communicate just how fucking unimpressed he was by this fact.

  “Didier is going to give me French lessons,” Marcy went on.

  “Dee Dee Yay,” the African corrected the pronunciation of his name.

  “My French could use some brushing up. Mind if I join you?” Sammy volunteered. He would do it in self-defense—to keep Marcy Gray from too much one-on-one time with Diddly Shit.

  “It will be easy for you, Mr. Dee. French is very much like Italian.”

  As far as Sammy was concerned, he didn’t look Italian. Well, not terribly Italian. Dee was supposed to be a swing name—some perversion of a Jewish or Russian name—suggested by the WITSEC people to widen the scope of the identity they were trying to conceal. You were encouraged to use the same initials, and possibly the same first name, but Sal was a little too Italian for a guy trying to hide from the mob.

  “I don’t speak Italian,” he protested, as if maintaining that he wasn’t a pedophile.

  “Sammy’s Jewish,” Marcy said, repeating the fiction that he had told her over dinner the night he didn’t get laid.

  “Half. On my father’s side. He got his name changed on Ellis Island.”

  “Intéressant,” Didier Onyekachukwu said, dropping French into the onion dip along with his perspiration.

  Sammy was thinking about cold-cocking the guy when Ethel Esmitz, the president of the PGHOA (Paradise Gardens Homeowners’ Association), banged a spoon against a coffee mug and called the meeting to order.

  Sammy and the African flanked Marcy Gray—each attempting a possessory posture—as the pros and cons of spending money to obliterate the laundry room mold were debated. It came down to those who were willing to increase their assessments to spiff up the place pitched against those who had better things to do with their money.

  Sammy wasn’t planning on spending the rest of his life, such that it was, in this middle-market condo community on the outskirts of Palm Springs, a home he was occupying very much as a matter of convenience. He had chosen it over similar arrangements in Ypsilanti, Jacksonville, and Tempe because he wanted to be in driving distance of a major city in the event that he felt like doing something besides play golf or get skin cancer growing tomatoes in his yard.

  But he was there until the DOJ in Washington approved a new place for him to live—or washed their hands of him. Fuck mold in the laundry room. As it was, he never set foot in the place. His cleaning lady shoved his washables into a machine once a week and sat with the other wetbacks jabbering in Spanish while his jockeys shrunk from the hot water he kept telling her not to use.

  The Finnish dykes across the hall—Tuuli and Majda, or vice versa—led the faction supporting bringing in the Mold Busters: “Vee mussed kill de mold.”

  This from two women whose unit smelled of cat piss. When he’d told them that the odor drifted across the hall, they accused him of being a cat hater. He was a cat hater, and he wasn’t particularly fond of Scandinavians or lesbians either, for that matter. Sammy wouldn’t mind having them whacked along with the African. Maybe he’d get a package deal and do his WITSEC handler, Marshal Dillon, as well.

  Ernest Dylan was a United States marshal and Sammy Dee’s conduit to the outside world. He was the only person in the state of California who knew that Sammy Dee’s real name was Salvatore Didziocomo, and that he had been—until eighteen months ago, when his testimony led to a sentence of twelve to fifteen for Phil “Three Balls” Finoccio on charges of extortion, tax evasion, and receiving stolen property—a member of the Finoccio crime family on Long Island.

  He had been drifting for years as a semi-retired made guy, overseeing a bunch of younger button men carrying out the dwindling mob business in Nassau County. Just as he had been contemplating pulling out and moving to Tucson, using his asthma as a pretext and getting by on the stash of krugerrands he had been putting aside for this moment, they nailed him. The fucking IRS.

  His longtime accountant and laundryman, Lennie “The Kike” Baumberg, gave him the bad news.

  “They got you six ways to Shavuos, Sal. It’s not just deductions. Deductions we could live with. It’s failure to report. They audited that housing project in Wantagh where you been washing your laundry. You’re looking at seven to ten, if you luck out with the prosecutor. They could go for ten to fifteen, and sell it to a jury.”

  Salvatore Didziocomo took a long, hard look at his options. Seven to ten would have taken him into his mid-seventies, probably in Otisville or Butner, where he could hang out with Bernie Madoff and get gang-raped by felons who had lost money in the market. Or he could commit the worst act that a made man could commit. He could sing.

  That was, if he actually could sing. They were getting pickier in witness protection. You had to deliver the goods before they set you up with a new life. It wouldn’t be enough to tell them that Phil Finoccio’s nickname came from a third testicle that he had been born with, or so he claimed. Jimmy Bassio said he’d been in a steam room with Phil and that the guy had the smallest dick this side of Tokyo.

  In his early days, Sal had seen his share of shit. He had been on the janitors’ squad—guys whose job it was to clean up messes and dispose of bodies. There were things he had seen that he was still trying to forget—basements and garages with blood-splattered cement. They’d had to go in there with bleach, scrub out the DNA traces, and then drop the body from a boat twenty miles off of Freeport.

  It had been some time since that stuff went down, but when it had gone down, it had gone down with canaries. Breaking omertà. There was no mercy for guys who blew the whistle. You were lucky if they just killed you.

  Over the years, he had heard people talk about approaching the feds. There was an office in Washington you contacted to set up an interview. You met them in a restaurant, and you told them what you would be willing to testify about in court, and they told you whether or not what you had was worth their protecting you.

  His meeting had been in a McDonald’s in Silver Springs, Maryland. The guy was wearing a Washington Redskins windbreaker and sipping a milkshake through a straw. He told Sammy his name was Gary, no last name, suggested he order something, and said they would continue the conversation in his car.

  For the next hour and a half, they sat in the guy’s immaculate Chevy Malibu and negotiated. Gary told him that the bar was high, since the agency’s budget was being slashed by Congress. They weren’t going to spend the two hundred grand it took to set a guy and his family up for years unless he could deliver a really big fish.

  Sal told him he had stuff on several high-ranking lieutenants in the Finoccio family. Gary shook his head. “It’s going to have to be the man himself. And we’re talking major felony. I’m not interested in tax evasion or securities fraud. I’m going to need murder one or two, conspiracy to commit, or extortion with bodily harm. And it’s going to have to be firsthand testimony, no hearsay.”

  Sal chewed his Big Mac thoroughly, trying to remember exactly what he had seen with his own eyes and what he had heard about. He could give places and dates, and who was going to contradict him in court by saying that they were actually there and that it didn’t happen the way Sal said it had?

  “I can put Finoccio in a room where people were killed. I can give you dates and locations.”

  “Okay,” Gary said, like a poker player calling the bet and then raising. “Did you participate in any of these acts?”

  “What difference does that make?”

  “I need to know if I’m going to have to get the Justice Department to sign off on not prosecuting you. That’s a whole different deal. That deal is we put you in prison, in a protected situation, for two, three years, whatever we can get you reduced to, and then relocate you when you get out.”

  “Why the fuck would I agree to do that?”

  “It’s a way out.”

  “Once I testify, what’s to keep you from reneging?”

  “We’ll sign a contract guaranteeing you a new identity, social security number, employment resume, a certain amount of cash, and suggestions for several locations to relocate. You’ll have someone from the Marshals Service as your liaison in one of these locations. It will be well handled.”

  “How do I know that?”

  “We’ve been doing this for a while.”

  “You never lost anybody?”

  “Not if they followed the rules.”

  Then he explained the rules. No one, absolutely no one, from his old life could know where he was or his new name. They were prepared to relocate a wife and minor children with him, but no one else. He would have to break ties with everyone and everything from his past. Mail could be exchanged through a letter drop that the Marshals Service administered, but everything would be subject to inspection and redaction.

  He was divorced, with a grown daughter and two grandsons living outside of Philadelphia. As far as his ex-wife, Joyce, was concerned, if he never saw her again, it would be too soon. The divorce had been ugly, to the point that Phil Finoccio had offered to have Joyce’s lawyer’s kneecaps adjusted. Sal had declined, not wanting to give her the satisfaction. He wrote a big check and walked away clean.

  The WITSEC deal could be his best, if not only, shot to live the remaining ten to fifteen years of his life in relative comfort. He could circle the wagons and drift away without having to worry about what he was going to tell the IRS when they called him in for the audit. I bought the house, put my daughter through Penn, and paid off my ex-wife on tips I got working in a bar on Northern Boulevard. Even if they had him only one way to Shavuos, it was enough to put him behind bars for serious time.

  It came down to only one real regret. His daughter, Sharon, and her sons, Mikey and Jeffy. His son-in-law, Howard, was an asshole. The guy taught junior high school gym, jogged four miles a day, ate like a fucking rabbit, and told Sal, every time he saw him, that he was a heart attack waiting to happen. You gotta lose the carbs, Sal. Or else they’re going to lose you. On Thanksgiving they would have vegetable stuffing and turkey with the skin peeled.

  Was Thanksgiving dinner, a couple of Sundays in between, and the occasional phone conversation enough to make it a deal-breaker? He could write to her, find out how she was doing, get photos and news of Mikey and Jeffy. At this point, wasn’t that really what this relationship amounted to? Nostalgia for a family life that, to tell the truth, was marked mostly by his absence?

  He concluded that it was mostly the idea of not seeing them that was bothering him. So he made the deal. Six months later, after a series of clandestine interviews with Justice Department lawyers, he was shuttled in a windowless van into federal court in Manhattan and, avoiding eye contact with Finoccio, recited a carefully rehearsed chapter and verse of the capo’s sins. And when it was over Sal Didziocomo was relocated to the Paradise Gardens Condominium Community in Palm Springs, California, with a new name, new social security card, sixty grand a year living allowance, and a phone number he could call when he needed something.

  So as far as Sammy Dee was concerned, he had bigger problems in his life than mold in the laundry room. He was about to express this opinion when Marcy Gray declared that she was joining the Mold Busters faction, along with the African. Sammy found his hand shooting up when Ethel Esmitz asked for a show of hands to support the dues assessment to deal with the mold.

  There went a couple of hundred dollars he’d never see again. He’d try to think of it as a bad bet on a horse, and forget about it.

  But Marcy Gray he couldn’t forget about. She had gotten his dormant juices flowing. Even before he was relocated, when he was living alone in the house in Roslyn and had the money and the inclination, he hadn’t bothered much with women. The business of taking them out to dinner, telling them their hair looked good or that they had a nice smile, just to get laid, didn’t seem to be worth it.

  He had just turned sixty when he and Joyce split up. It got easier to do without as he got older. By sixty-five, his testosterone was down a quart and his blood vessels were constricting. Performance had become an issue.

  “Relax, Sal, it’s normal,” his doctor told him. “If God wanted guys your age to be having kids, he would have done something about the vascular system in the penis. You’re lucky we got things to treat it now. Our fathers and grandfathers were shit out of luck.”

  He gave Sal a prescription for erectile dysfunction medication. He hated the term: it sounded like an abstract problem, like mold. Sal didn’t like the flushed feeling and the sense that he was artificially dilating his blood vessels, and he used it grudgingly, hoping that someday, miraculously, it would all start working again without it.

  There had been the occasional $500 hooker in Vegas, or the tipsy divorcée he’d pick up late at night at a bar out on Sunrise Highway. He could spot them as soon as he walked in, perched precariously on a bar stool, too much eye makeup, wearing a skirt a size too small, and smoking lipstick-stained cigarettes. All he had to do was buy them a drink and avoid taking them to his place, so he could leave afterward when they were out cold snoring.

  And since he had been living the life of Sammy Dee, retired cement contractor, in Palm Springs, it had been cold turkey. Abstinence had proved to be a lot easier than he would have thought. In spite of the availability of well-heeled widows, he found it easier to spend his evenings watching ball games or old movies than dropping a pill and going at it with some predatory middle-aged woman with a tummy tuck.

  And then, lo and behold, just when he had decided to pack it in, the unexpected occurred. The first time was in the exercise room, as he was pedaling his stationary bike and watching Marcy Gray’s Spandex-encased rear bounce up and down on the treadmill. He wrote that one off as a freak short circuit. But then at the Olive Garden, when she bent over the table and he saw the swell of what looked to him like reasonably firm breasts and got a whiff of perfume, the blood vessels started dilating again, without the benefit of pharmaceuticals. His first unassisted hard-on in years.

  He was eager to go for a test drive and had been counting on the night of the mold meeting to get behind the wheel, when the fucking African entered the picture. It was clear that he now had a rival for Marcy Gray’s attention. Someone who was six inches taller than him and spoke French.

  In his Salvatore Didziocomo days, he would have just had a couple of gorillas pay the guy a visit and make sure he knew that she was off-limits. Sammy Dee didn’t have any goons he could call to pay the African a visit. He didn’t even own a gun. It was against WITSEC rules. His new name was on a national no-sell database. If he got so much as a parking ticket, they could revoke his protected status and leave him out there exposed for Finoccio’s people.

  Sammy was thinking, more or less idly, about who he could safely contact for a referral to someone in LA—not taking the thought seriously or, at least, indulging in the notion that he wasn’t taking the thought seriously, when his eye landed on a man leaning against the wall across the room.

  The guy was wearing a cardigan and Hush Puppies and looked like he had better things to do. He was a former movie producer named Charlie Berns, who had actually won an Academy Award. Sammy found himself wondering why a guy who had won an Oscar would be living in a dump like this, but then what was a made man who’d had a split-level on the north shore of Long Island, a Cadillac Sierra, and ten grand worth of suits in his closet doing there?

  In the spongy recesses of his memory, Sammy dredged up the title of a film that Charlie Berns had produced, something called The Hit, or The Hit Man, or The Big Hit. He had seen it on television late one night. It was about a mob contract man who falls in love with one of his targets.

  He’d drop by for a cup of coffee. Find out if he had done any research to make the film. You never knew. What else did he have to do with his time?

  “I’m sorry about this, Sammy. But my hands are tied.”

  “Your hands are always fucking tied.”

  “It’s ten percent across the board. Everyone in the program.”

  They were sitting, Ernest Dylan and he, in a non-descript Mexican restaurant in a shopping mall in Cathedral City. The marshal was dipping nachos into the guacamole and dabbing at his trim mustache with a napkin.

  “What about you? They cutting you ten percent?” Sammy glared.

  “Different budget.”

  Now he was going to have to stretch things on fifty-four grand. The krugerrands had gone for his car and the $397,000 he paid for the condo. The government money was supposed to be subsistence. Food, gas, and lodging. Try living on five fucking grand a month. Taxable, no less.

  “They just raised my monthly charges. We have a mold problem in the laundry room.”

  “Sorry about that.”

  “Do you really give a shit, Dylan?”

  The marshal looked up from his refried beans, a hurt look in his eyes.

  “Actually, I do, Sammy. I want you to be a happy camper.”

  “Or what? I break cover and get whacked by Finoccio’s people?”

  “We don’t like to lose people.”

  “Not on your watch, right?”

  “That’s right.”

  “Sets a bad example. You’ll have trouble recruiting more of us to spill our guts.”

  “You are free to drop out at any time. You know that.”

  “Oh yeah, I know that. You never fail to remind me.”

  “Look, Sammy, I understand. There’s a lot of stress involved in living a new life. If you want, you can see a psychotherapist. We have several that work with us.”

  Sammy imagined himself on the couch. I’m living in purgatory with a mold problem, doc. I can’t get it up without pharmaceuticals, and I’m thinking of having a guy whacked because he’s coming on to a woman I want to fuck. Apart from that, it’s all good.

  He looked at the marshal in his Banlon T-shirt and wash ’n’ wear slacks, thinking of James Arness in Gunsmoke with the big hat, and Dennis Weaver saying, “Yes, Mister Dillon . . .” as he shuffled out of the marshal’s office.

  “Get out of Dodge,” Sammy muttered, laughing.

  Ernest Dylan wasn’t even born when the show went off the air.

  “Listen, Marshal, you don’t happen to know where I can hire a good hit man around here, do you?”

  The guy didn’t crack a smile.

  “What about Craigslist?”

  “I think we’re done here.”

  “The least you can do is pick up the fucking check,” Sammy said to Ernest Dylan’s retreating back. He watched him grab a toothpick, walk outside, get into his car, and drive away, dissolving into the 102-degree heat.

  That night, sitting in his unit listlessly watching a ball game, Sammy did something he wasn’t supposed to do. He dialed his daughter’s number in Philadelphia. Even though the government had given him an untraceable cell phone, it was against the WITSEC rules to use it except in the event of one of a small and carefully enumerated list of emergencies. Missing your daughter was not on the list.

  “Dad?” She made his voice on the first bounce. Nearly two years in California hadn’t bleached out the Long Island accent.

  He looked at his watch, and realized it was after eleven on the East Coast. Howard had them all in bed by ten.

  “Sorry. I forgot about the time change.” They hadn’t spoken since he’d called to tell her that he was going into witness protection and would be unable to visit or talk to her for the foreseeable future.

  “You okay?” she whispered.

  “Yeah.”

  There was a long silence. Neither knew what to say next. Finally, Sammy flipped into autopilot. “How’re the kids?”

  “Good.”

  “They . . . ask about me?”

  “Sure.”

  He could hear the lie in her voice but was grateful for it.

  “I . . . met a woman.”

  He didn’t know why he said that. Maybe it was just something to say.

  “Great. What’s her name?”

  “Marcy.”

  “Nice name.”

  “Yeah. She’s nice.”

  “That’s good. I’m glad you’re with someone.”

  “We’re not actually together yet,” he said. “We’ve had a couple of dates.”

  Then he heard Howard’s voice in the background, undoubtedly asking her who she was talking to, or maybe knowing it was him and telling her to hang up, and she asked if she could call him back.

  “It’s okay. I know it’s late. I’ll call you some other time,” he said, and hung up quickly before she could protest.

  As he lay on the couch, listening to the air conditioner wheeze, he wondered whether he’d hung up because he didn’t want to cause problems between her and Howard, or because he’d had nothing more to say.

  The thought upset him enough that he took an Ambien with his nightcap of nine-dollar cabernet. And, as he did more and more frequently of late, he fell asleep on the couch with the television on.

  “Sammy, good morning.” Her voice penetrated the sleeping pill fuzz. He could barely hear it over Katie Couric.

  “Did I wake you?”

  “No,” Sammy lied. “Been up for hours.”

  “You said you wanted to have French lessons with Didier and me . . .”

  Oh fuck.

  “So I thought we could start today. We can have lunch. My place. Twelve-thirty?”

  “Uh . . . sure.”

  “Terrific. Anything you don’t eat?”

  “Escargots,” he said, and she laughed. If he could make her laugh and she could make him hard, they would have a good thing going. All he had to do was get the African out of the picture.

  He showered for twenty minutes to wipe out the cobwebs, made himself some espresso (the last Italian thing he permitted himself), and took care in selecting an outfit, settling on a pair of cotton slacks and a Mexican peasant shirt that effectively camouflaged his expanding gut. He shaved, gargled with Listerine, slobbered his armpits with deodorant, and showed up a respectable seven minutes late to find his rival sitting on a kitchen stool with Klaus, Marcy’s brown and black dachshund, in his lap.

  The African was wearing a colorful native top over Bermudas with a pair of flip-flops. One of his wrists featured a Rolex, the other a gold bracelet. He reeked of Old Spice.

  The French lesson, it turned out, amounted to learning the French word for everything they ate: a crevette salad with endive and concombre.

  Marcy’s place was modestly furnished. There were framed glossy photos showing her in her younger days with Hollywood people—her arm in “Sly’s” and “Jimmy’s,” poured into a strapless gown, circa 1975, smiling at the camera.

  With lunch she served a bottle of vin blanc. The African drank most of it, but it didn’t seem to affect him. He maintained a serious demeanor except when he laughed, and then it was in a giggly, adolescent manner, and mostly at his own jokes.

  He revealed nothing at all about himself, dodging Sammy’s leading questions and keeping his attention fixed on the hostess, who seemed susceptible to his flattery.

  It was clear that they were auditioning for the same job. It was like the finals of fucking American Idol. The prize was visible through the open bedroom door, where a Californian king bed was topped by a collection of fluffy pillows. One of them was going to have the pleasure of tossing those pillows to the floor.

  Klaus glared when Sammy looked through the bedroom door. Don’t even think about it, you fuckin’ wop. The dog, she told him, was a trained attack dog that she had gotten from a former German intelligence agent who had a security business in Rancho Cucamonga. There were certain commands that only she knew which, when uttered, would instantly turn the dachshund into a killer. The dog was trained to go for the gonads or the jugular—two distinct commands. To avoid her inadvertently using one of the attack commands, the words were in German.

  “I had him in the car once at the Volkswagen dealer, and one of the mechanics said something in German, and Klaus almost went through the windshield. So don’t speak German in front of him. Just in case.”

  “No danger of that,” Sammy said.

  “So, Monsieur Dee, you are in the cement business?” Didier said, in a tone that implied that Sammy spent his life digging ditches.

  “Retired,” he responded, meeting the African’s eyes.

  “And what do you do now?”

  “What I feel like.”

  “Of course.” This with a Maurice Chevalier toss of his head.

  “And you?”

  “I am in the import/export business.”

  “Didier deals in African art,” Marcy said.

  “Benin bronzes, and the like,” the African elaborated.

  Sammy had no fucking clue what a Benin bronze was, but he wouldn’t be surprised if there were AK47s in the crates with the bronzes. The guy looked like Idi Amin’s kid brother.

  “You would perhaps be interested, Monsieur Dee, in some Nigerian statuary? They are reputed to restore virility.”

  “No problem in that area . . .” Sammy lied with a big smile on his face.

  The conversation lurched forward with this kind of limp repartee, each of the two suitors waiting for the other one to leave first. Finally, Marcy said that it was time for her and Klaus to take their afternoon nap and kicked them both out.

  Back in his unit, Sammy lay down on the couch and turned on a ball game. Tomorrow, he resolved, he would pay the movie producer a visit. See if the guy could put him onto someone to do the African. The sooner, the better.

  Charlie Berns’s unit had no air conditioning.

  “Can’t stand it,” he explained, as he led Sammy to an armchair near an open window. An overhead fan made little headway against the heat. He brought a pitcher of iced tea from an asthmatic refrigerator and poured a couple of glasses.

  The producer was wearing a faded T-shirt, shorts, and sandals. He didn’t seem to be sweating. Sammy was already dripping from his armpits.

  “You from New York?” Sammy asked, picking up on the East Coast accent.

  “New Jersey. But I’ve been out here since the seventies.”

  “Movie business, right?”

  “If you can call it that. It’s actually a crap shoot.”

  Sammy smiled. He might get to like this guy. Most of the people at Paradise Gardens had had their sense of humor bleached out by the sun. Charlie Berns looked like life still amused him.

  “You made a picture called The Big Hit or The Hit, or something like that?”

  The man thought for a moment, as if trying to remember the names of his children.

  “I made a lot of pictures, most of them not very memorable.”

  “This movie, The Big Hit or whatever it was called, was about a hit man who falls in love with his target.”

  Charlie Berns’s eyes screwed up, trying to focus, and then came out with, “Right. The guy decides not to kill her, and then they go after him, and the two of them run away, and then something else happens. The movie crashed and burned right out of the gate. Never made back its costs.”

  “I saw it on TV the other night.”

  “Shit. I probably owe somebody a residual. Goddamn Writers Guild is going to be on my ass.”

  “Did you have to do research on how contract guys work? You know, like to get the story right?”

  “Yeah, yeah . . . The writer and I talked to an actual hit guy.”

  “How’d you pull that off?”

  “If I remember correctly, it wasn’t easy. It was like applying for a bank loan.”

  “Huh?”

  “These guys had a routine, you know, to protect themselves. You called this number and there was a recorded message, asking you to leave a mailing address. A week later they sent you an application form. I’m telling you, it was like qualifying for a mortgage. You had to provide a social security number and bank references, and tell them the dimensions of your patio. These guys were very thorough. They had two covers apparently—patio decks and vermin. I didn’t use that for the movie, though. Who would believe it?”

  “Did you actually meet them?”

  “We chickened out. I mean, we would have had to come up with a target, and though we both had a number of people on our shit lists, I wasn’t sure I wanted them snuffed. So we decided to tell them the truth, that we were doing research for a movie. They told us to try the Internet.”

  “Do you know what they charged?”

  “No idea. We made up a figure for the movie. Twenty-five grand. It sounded right.”

  “Well, at least you know where to go if you ever need someone rubbed out.”

  Charlie Berns uttered a short, dry chuckle, more a cough than a laugh.

  “You know, I’m thinking about writing a book.”

  “Oh yeah, what kind of book?”

  “A novel, maybe.”

  “About the cement business?”

  “Who would buy that? No, some kind of crime thriller. I read a lot of them, and I’m figuring how hard could it be? Maybe I can come up with something good, and they’ll make a movie out of it and I’ll get rich.”

  “Why not?”

  “I got a lot of time on my hands. What do I got to lose?”

  “Sure. Will you give me first refusal on the film rights?”

  There was just a trace of irony in the producer’s eyes. He seemed like a man who spent his life throwing stuff against the wall to see what stuck.

  “Just don’t stiff me on the residuals.”

  “You kidding? You’d hire a hit man to do me?”

  This time Sammy laughed. He let it settle for a while, then asked Charlie Berns if he still knew how to get in touch with the hit guys. For research for his book.

  “1-800-XTERMIN.”

  “Come on. Really?”

  “You don’t forget that number.”

  For a number of reasons, Sammy Dee did not immediately call the number that Charlie Berns had given him. The chances were these guys were no longer in business. It wasn’t a profession that people tended to stay in long. Maybe the cops had flipped them, and the number was used to entrap killers. Maybe they were in fucking WITSEC just like him, getting their maintenance cut ten percent.

  He was looking at twenty-five, thirty grand, on the inside. And the only way he would be able to get his hands on that type of money would be to mortgage the condo. He could maybe get twenty-five at five percent, but if Dylan found out—and they seemed to have ways of finding these things out—he’d have to justify it or get his maintenance cut, if not eliminated.

  Doing the hit himself was not an option. In his thirty years with Phil Finoccio, Sammy had never pulled the trigger on anyone. He had roughed people up, he’d even stuck a gun in a guy’s mouth and threatened to pull the trigger if he didn’t pay up, but he had never actually offed someone.

  There was probably a millimeter of Catholicism still left in him—somewhere, he wasn’t sure where—and he was concerned it might resurface, dormant from the days as a teenager when he would go to confession after jerking off.

  As it was, he slept okay at night. It had taken him a while to get over flipping on Finoccio, but he had managed, through an elaborate set of rationalizations, to see it, ultimately, as self-defense. If he hadn’t sung, he would have shriveled away in some small apartment in Garden City, living on handouts from Finoccio until the man himself pulled up stakes and moved to Tempe.

  No, he had done what he had to do. And he wasn’t going back there again. He was moving forward with his life, living, if not off the fat of the land, at least not off the gristle.

  Two days after his lunch with Charlie Berns, however, Sammy Dee’s resolution to leave well enough alone began to falter. He was sitting under an umbrella by the pool. Across from him were Chris and Edie, Paradise Gardens’ resident swingers. They were a couple of leathery sun freaks pushing sixty. They hosted parties in their unit. Couples their age would get together, swill gin fizzes, and swap partners while the CD player belted out Johnny Mathis.

  They had approached Sammy one day and asked if he had a girlfriend he wanted to bring by for drinks. Chris had actually tilted his head in Edie’s direction, suggesting that all that could be his if he provided tit for tat.

  “Thanks,” he had said. “But I’m between girlfriends.”

  “Guy like you shouldn’t be without one for long,” Edie purred.

  “With any luck, I will be,” he replied. The sarcasm went right through them and out the other side.

  Edie waved to him from the other side of the pool. She was wearing a bikini that accentuated her tit job. The effect, in the morning sun, was of a car with protruding headlights. Sammy waved back minimally, avoiding any expression that would encourage them to come over and talk to him, and closed his eyes to indicate that he was about to take a nap.

  He drifted into a doze and was daydreaming about autumn on Long Island, the smell of leaves being burned in his neighbors’ driveways, when he heard his name. He opened his eyes to see Marcy Gray standing over him.

  She was wearing an age-appropriate bathing suit, a straw sunhat, and a pair of heels. “What you doing?”

  “Not a whole lot,” Sammy managed, telling the truth.

  Taking the chaise longue beside him, she stretched out, kicking her heels off in a little coquettish move.

  Even in the flat desert light, she looked appetizing. She was one of those women who knew how to present themselves. All those years facing cameras had taught her how to angle herself in the most attractive manner.

  She opened a copy of Entertainment Weekly, absently leafed through it.

  “Crazy world, the movie world, huh?” he said.

  “Tell me about it.”

  “I bet you know a lot of people in Hollywood.”

  She nodded. Sammy wondered whether she still expected the phone to ring. The town was full of aging starlets living on the fumes of their careers.

  “You know Charlie Berns?” he asked.

  “The producer?”

  “Yeah. He lives here.”

  “No kidding? I didn’t know that.”

  “Had lunch with him the other day.”

  She perked up. “Didn’t he win an Academy Award?”

  “Twenty years ago.”

  “Oh, right. It was some kind of period piece, with Jeremy Ikon and Jacqueline Fortier, I think . . .”

  Sammy shrugged. During that period of his life he hadn’t gone to the movies much. All he could remember was seeing The Godfather with Joyce. It turned out to be the beginning of the end of their marriage. She started doing a Diane Keaton number, wanting to get out. It was downhill from there.

  “I should get him a headshot,” she said with sudden determination. “You never know, right?”

  “Right.”

  As he was wondering whether she was delusional or merely hopeful, Diddly Shit showed up. With a thermos full of margaritas and two glasses.

  “Cocktail hour,” he said from behind his Porsche Aviator sunglasses, helping himself to the recliner on the other side of her.

  “Would you care to join us, Sammy?” He pronounced the name Sah-mee, with the accent on the last syllable. The insincerity of the invitation was evident.

  Sammy passed, getting up and surrendering the field to his rival. He wasn’t going to take sloppy thirds on the margaritas. He had better things to do.

  Inside his unit, he went directly to the telephone and dialed 1-800-XTERMIN.

  The voice mail picked up. “Hello, you’ve reached Acme Exterminating and Patio Decks. Please leave your name, a brief description of your vermin problem, the dimensions of your patio, and a mailing address. You will receive an estimate in the mail. Have a nice day.”

  Sammy did not leave his name and address. Not yet, at least. First he would find out how much cash he could pull out of the condo. And while he was doing that, he hoped that maybe the whole idiotic notion of having the African whacked would collapse under its own weight.

  A loan officer from Wells Fargo came out to appraise the condo. Millie Peterman, a desiccated, fiftyish woman—a widow, he figured, whose husband had carried cut-rate life insurance—asked him questions. How long had he owned the unit? What was his equity? Any termites or mold?

  “Lot of mold out here in the desert,” she said.

  “None in this place.” Sammy held her look.

  They’d let him know in a week. In the meantime, he had to say something to Marshal Dillon, who would no doubt find out about the loan app. WITSEC had wires into the banking system, to monitor money laundering operations, and they got notification of any kind of large money transaction.

  “I’m thinking of starting a little business,” he told the marshal, in the front seat of the county car parked in the Home Depot lot out on Indian Canyon Road, near the airport.

  “That’s good, Sammy. Being self-sufficient is the first step to getting your self-esteem back.”

  “Right, not to mention the fifty-four grand added to your self-esteem.”

  The marshal didn’t dignify Sammy’s crack with a response. Instead, he asked what kind of business.

  “Import/export.”

  Dylan gave him a look that said, it better not be drugs.

  “Strictly legit,” Sammy added quickly. “African art. Fertility statues, that kind of stuff. Should sell good with the old ladies around here that want to start another family.”

  “Don’t get cute with the IRS, Sammy. You know, your returns get audited automatically. Nothing personal. Everyone’s in the program does.”

  “It’s nice to know that you guys are looking after us.”

  Marshal Dillon took a toothpick out of his pocket and started working over his teeth. “One other thing, Sammy.”

  “What?”

  “Your phone log registered a 610 area code on the 19th.”

  “You guys check my fucking phone?”

  “You know we do.”

  “No, I didn’t. I thought there were some things that were private.”

  “Afraid not. We know you called your daughter.”

  “It was her birthday.”

  “Her birthday’s in February.”

  The marshal exhaled deeply, as if he were about to scold a six-year-old for not cleaning up his room. “Sammy, you know the drill. We were very clear about it. You don’t call anybody from your old life.”

  “I just needed to say hello.”

  “You can send her a letter.”

  Sammy nodded slowly. He wasn’t holding the cards, and he knew it. What he would do, he decided, was get another phone. One that wasn’t tapped by the fucking Marshals Service. Either that, or a carrier pigeon.

  Millie Petersen called to give him the good news—twenty-five grand at 5.02 percent with a balloon payment in seven years. With any luck, Sammy wouldn’t be around to pay it. They could have his unit in Paradise Gardens. Mold and all.

  To celebrate, he invited Marcy Gray to dine at Le Vallauris, an overpriced French place in town that dialed a 28 Zagat rating. She looked scrumptious in a black sheath that wrapped itself around her like a cigar leaf. She didn’t have one of those reedy model’s bodies that were fashionable these days. You got the feeling that she didn’t starve herself on yogurt and cottage cheese. She was definitely a meat and potatoes woman.

  Which didn’t stop her from ordering the Russian River Petrossian caviar. At $85. She applied the bitter little black pellets liberally on her rosemary baguette, smiling beguilingly over a glass of Château something or other, recommended by the wine guy to “complement” the Beef Wellington.

  It was going to be three hundred bucks with the tip, but it would be worth it if, afterward, he could sweep Klaus out of the bedroom and roll around on the big bed with her.

  She asked him about the cement business. The WITSEC people had told him to research his cover in the event that someone wanted to know about it. Sammy had subscribed to Cement Industry News, but glazed over after a couple of pages. Nevertheless, he’d made himself memorize a couple of facts that he could toss out like confetti strands when needed.
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