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For my brother Tom, who always makes it all add up




SINS OF TWO FATHERS





Somewhere in the Middle…



Thursday, July 27

Hank Tobin hit bottom.

Lower, Tobin thought, watching the white-bearded parkie spear a fast-food wrapper with the pointed pole and stuff it into the big, green Department of Parks garbage bag. I’ve sunk past the bottom into the subbasement of hell.

He shifted on the wooden park bench, gripping the pint of Stolichnaya concealed in the brown paper bag. Like a park-bench bum, he thought. He hadn’t had a drink, not one drop of alcohol, in four years. Hadn’t really been tempted. The booze had helped wreck his marriage, had clouded his thinking on the night he wrote the most reckless newspaper column of his life, had strained his relationship with his kids. But right now he was hungry for a drink. For escape. He needed something to make the pain of his son, Henry Jr., facing life in prison go away.

Tobin gripped the sealed bottle cap. Contemplated twisting it, like a suicidal man with his sweaty finger poised on the cold trigger of a pistol. He knew if he turned the cap, broke the seal of his sobriety, that this time there would be no going back.

He watched a group of children in the Marine Park playground squeal through the sprinklers. He used to take Henry here as a kid, when Laurie was still in diapers. Julie would open a big picnic basket she’d have prepared at home—cold chicken cutlets, tubs of salad, pretzels, fruit, cold lemonade, and peanut butter and jelly sandwiches for the kids. They’d all eat and toss crumbs to the birds. Then Hank and Julie would play for hours with the kids on the swings, the seesaws, the sandbox, and the sprinklers. It seemed like yesterday. And then as Tobin drew a deep, humid New York breath, it felt like two lifetimes ago. Part of another man’s sweet and happy and normal life.

He cinched the vodka cap in his hand, sweating, gazing around the park.

Almost a quarter-century earlier he’d walked hand in hand in this park with Julie when he was still courting her. Now, four years after the divorce, he was trying to summon the nerve and the precise words he would need if he ever worked up the courage to knock on Julie’s door asking for her help. If he couldn’t find those words or that courage, he’d crack open the bottle of vodka.

Julie lived three blocks away, but he knew he had to get the words perfect because Julie didn’t suffer fools. Especially Tobin, who was the biggest fool in her life.

Tobin knew that when his world tilted off its axis, when the wheels spun off his life, all the hot babes, front-page stories, boldface gossip items, best-selling books, movie deals, and A-list parties added up to nothing but a grubby mirage. It was a piss-poor substitute for a good marriage and a close family.

When you need help, Tobin thought. There is only one place to go to circle the wagons and fight back. To save your kid. To ask for help. Home. But that’s if Julie will even open the door for me.

The parkie put the spear and the bag into his idling Parks Department truck and grabbed a broom and a handled-shovel and approached Tobin, the peak of his army-green uniformed hat pulled low over his sunglasses, visoring the blinding morning sun. The parkie’s face was gaunt and yellowish. Tufts of white hair spilled from under the hat. He looked like a down-on-his-luck Santa with a part-time summer job.

“Excuse me, fella,” said the parkie, sweeping up cigarette butts and candy wrappers from behind and under Tobin’s bench. He collected discarded newspapers, bunching them under his arm, wearing work gloves for his dirty chores.

Tobin shifted on the bench to let the man do his job and said, “Sorry.”

“Sorry” was the operative word for Tobin’s life now. No detox ward, rehab, or AA meeting could rescue Tobin this time. No twelve-step program could turn this one around. No loud, breast-beating, quick-fix Hank Tobin column would save his son from jail.

The great Hank Tobin is powerless, neutralized, impotent, Tobin thought. Exposed as the fake I could never look in the eye in the mirror. When others offered praise, congratulations, and awards, I secretly knew that the career was held together with smoke and mirrors and bluster, like some manufactured boy band. Maybe before I became an asshole, swallowed by my own self-importance, there was a time when I was a pretty good reporter and not such a bad guy. I must’ve been a decent man once. Or else a great woman like Julie Capone would never have given me a second look, never mind married me.

Then she gave me two great kids. We had a special marriage. A wonderful, nutty, loving family. A helluva life. Then came The Column. And I threw away all those things that really mattered. For cheap headlines, talk shows, gossip items, fancy restaurants, deals, glamour, celebrity. For The Column, which I wore like a suit of armor to protect myself from the truth of my own inadequacies.

And as I wrote myself into a figment of my own imagination, only two people knew I was a fraud—Julie and me. So Julie filed the divorce papers, but I wrote the script.

Now my son’s life is on the line and all my celebrity, fame, and connections are useless, Tobin thought. I wrecked the lives of strangers with my arrogant, self-aggrandizing, and reckless newspaper column. And instead of bringing the long overdue bill to me, the piper is making my kid pay. My son is paying for my sins.

Oh…my…god. What did I do? What do I do? Where do I turn? Who can I trust?

He tightened the grip on the vodka bottle cap as the parkie groaned, checked his watch, and sat on a bench facing Tobin, across a six-foot-wide cobblestone pathway.

“Time for my five-minuter,” the parkie said, sitting with the bright sun behind him, making him a dark silhouette to Tobin. “Scorcher.”

“Yeah,” Tobin said, hiding the vodka bottle next to his leg.

“At least the kids are cool,” the parkie said, nodding toward the children in the sprinkler, a rainbow arcing through the frail mist.

“Kids are always cool, period.”

“Used to bring mine here once upon a better time.”

Tobin nodded. “Me, too.”

“Ah, well, funny how things turn out later.”

“I’ll say.”

“When they’re this age, you think nothing’ll ever go wrong for them.”

Tobin nodded, his blood screaming for booze, and said, “Oh, man…”

“You and them both figure that you’ll always just be there to protect them.”

“Yeah,” Tobin said, squinting at the parkie.

“You stand behind them on the swings, make sure they don’t fall,” the parkie said, nodding toward a couple of fathers pushing their kids on the toddler swings. “You stand under them on the monkey bars to make sure they don’t get hurt. You check the sandbox for glass and needles before you let them dig. When they come shivering out of the sprinklers, you wrap their little defenseless bodies in big warm beach towels, and hug them in your arms. You hold their tiny hands when you walk them home to make sure they’re safe. You promise yourself that if anyone ever tries to hurt your kids that you would die, surrender your very life, to save them. You would hurt anyone who ever hurt your kid. You try to be the daddy that your daddy never was to you and…”

Tobin shielded his eyes with his left hand, gripping the vodka with his right, peering at the white-haired silhouette, and said, “Hey, I know you, buddy?”

“I know from the way you look at the kids that you’re a father,” said the parkie.

Tobin nodded and pulled a photo of a man named Kelly from his shirt pocket. Except for the hair and beard, the parkie sort of resembled the bald man in the photo.

“Like me,” the parkie said, standing up. “Just another father who misses his kids.”

Tobin squinted at the old parkie, whose dark wraparound shades reminded him of the wary eyes of a horsefly. A welcome rolling breeze blew in from the direction of Jamaica Bay across the flat meadow of Brooklyn’s Marine Park, sweeping between the two fathers. The parkie checked his watch, dropping some of the old newspapers. He stamped his foot on a loose front page of the New York Daily News. Tobin glanced down at the headline that was about his twenty-two-year-old son, Henry Jr., facing twenty-five-to-life in jail for something that Tobin knew his son didn’t do. Which Tobin believed was a frame-up. He was convinced the man in the photo had set up his son to get even with Tobin for a hurtful column he’d written a long time ago. Could this be him in the flesh?

“What makes you think that?” Tobin asked the old parkie, gripping the bottle, palming the photo.

The parkie bent, grimacing in pain, and picked up the newspaper page. The man’s hat fell off his head, and Tobin thought he saw the man’s hair move as a single piece, like a loose wig. The parkie caught his hat, jammed it on his skull, and straightened the wig as he stood with a half-smile. He stared at Tobin, who saw his own distorted reflection in both lenses of the bubble sunglasses, like an out-of-body experience. The parkie balled and twisted the front page of the newspaper in a slow deliberate gesture, as if strangling someone.

The parkie walked to his idling truck and climbed behind the wheel, his white wig now askew on his head. He gunned the engine and shifted the gear into drive.

“Because you and me are a lot alike,” the parkie said. “So much alike that you will now feel the pain I have felt for the past ten years, Hank Tobin. You are going to know what it is like to have your son suffer for the sins of his father, which is the worst pain any man will ever know.”

Tobin lurched toward the parkie’s truck. But the parkie hit the gas and sped off into the blazing sun.

Tobin held the vodka bottle in his hand, staring at it and then at the disappearing truck. If he had any doubt before, Hank Tobin now knew more than ever that he would need to summon the courage to ask Julie to work with him to help save their only son. He didn’t know if he could find that courage as he stood staring at the bottle of booze….
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Monday, July 24

Three days earlier, when he arrived home from overseas, Tobin needed his fix.

Hank Tobin had no idea that after being away covering “The War” that he was about to get involved in the biggest battle of his life here at home in his country. His city. In his own family.

Right now he just knew he needed his byline fix.

Dressed in an arctic-blue, lightweight Brooks Brothers suit and pale-yellow Ralph Lauren tie, Tobin stepped off the El Al plane into the International Arrivals Building at JFK, itching for a copy of the New York Examiner. After collecting his single Gucci bag, he carried it and his Dell laptop computer through Immigration to the long Customs line. Except for two plane passengers who were reading his latest best-selling book, Bulletins from the Abyss, he hadn’t seen his name in print in six weeks while away covering the usual madness in the Middle East. While the world continued to focus on the body count in Iraq and the future of Iran and Syria, in Tobin’s first week in the Middle East he decided to go to Israel, to what he considered to be the point of origin of the Middle Eastern inferno. It was still in flames. In the first week he’d filed six different columns on six different suicide bombings—one on a twenty-two-year-old bomber, one on the family of a victim, one on a coffinmaker, one on a special Israeli anti–suicide-bombing task force, one on a Hamas woman who had trained to be a bomber but had a change of heart, one on a bombmaker, and another on the Jerusalem police bomb squad.

Since his mother was born in Ireland, Tobin had long ago applied for and obtained an Irish passport. He now held dual citizenship and Irish and American passports. When Tobin traveled overseas, he always kept his American passport in his hotel safe and carried his Irish passport in case he was stopped or snatched by American-hating terrorists. Or confronted by a crazed skyjacker looking for an American hostage. Raised in Brooklyn by a single mother from Dublin, Tobin could do a fair Irish accent, certainly good enough to fool the ear of a Middle Easterner. Plus the Irish passport made ordinary citizens in that always-percolating region of the world open up more when he interviewed them with his fake Dublin brogue, flashing his Irish passport imprinted with the golden harp.

Tobin even carried a letter on an Irish Evening Standard letterhead, stating that Henry Tobin Sr. was on assignment for them in the Middle East—or the Balkans or South or Central America or Asia—depending on the circumstance. And Tobin did file occasional pieces for that Irish newspaper, using the byline Henry Tobin Sr., to differentiate it from his popular New York Examiner Hank Tobin byline. He carried copies of his Irish newspaper stories as proof that he was an Irishman.

So far the ruse had worked. On this last trip, Arabs treated him better than other American journalists. Maybe it was the full salt-and-pepper beard and the thick mane of graying hair that the fundamentalists liked. As soon as Tobin was awarded a column fifteen years ago, he started wearing designer suits and ties and growing the beard, thinking it gave him an authorial gravitas, the “look” of a true author, a cross between Ernest Hemingway and Tom Wolfe. Whatever it was, the Irish passport, the conservative suits clashing with the rebellious and now trademark beard, or just his disarming personality, more people talked to Tobin than other journalists, and he was treated with less hostility.

Tobin had filed the suicide-bombing stories from Israel, then he’d spent a week in Afghanistan, a week in Saudi Arabia, five days in Indonesia, three days in Somalia, and another week in Iraq, filing columns about the local reaction to America’s slow-motion, never-ending war on worldwide terrorism.

I’m getting too old for this shit, thought Tobin, delighted to be back in “safe” New York City as he inched through customs. The Middle East. What a fucking place! Five more years of reporting and I’ll be fifty, and I can sit back and just write the column and the novels at home and never go back to shitholes like that again. Give me the moon over Manhattan.

There was a time, before the Twin Towers went down, when he could do all the foreign reporting he wanted at home in New York City by riding the subway. If he wanted to do a piece on Arabs, he took a subway to Atlantic Avenue or Coney Island Avenue in Brooklyn and just walked into any store with a Halal sign in the window and listened to animated rants about the Israeli tyranny. If he wanted a Jewish counterpoint, he only had to travel a few neighborhoods to Midwood or Boro Park to talk to impassioned Jews, some of them as militant as the Hamas and Al Qaeda factions of the Brooklyn Arabic population. If he wanted to interview Chinese immigrants about a downed spy plane in mainland China, he could get all the quotes he needed over a bowl of wonton in the Chinatowns of Flushing, Queens, Sunset Park, Brooklyn, or lower Manhattan. He found all the Russians he needed sunning themselves on the Brighton Beach boardwalk, got the Greek point of view as they tended their fig trees outside two-family homes anywhere in Astoria. Caribbeans shared their thoughts over jerk chicken in Crown Heights, and Dominicans were outspoken in the salsa clubs of Washington Heights. He could interview Albanians in Moshulo Park, Indians in the many restaurants of Curry Row on E. Sixth Street in Manhattan, and publish all the Poles fit to print in Greenpoint.

And most of them knew Hank Tobin from his column in the Examiner, a true populist voice of the common people.

But ever since he became the highest-paid marquee columnist in New York—and brand-name book author, an Oscar-nominated screenwriter, and a radio and TV personality, with an autobiographical TV series about his exploits in development in Hollywood—his editors and his readers expected Hank Tobin to travel to the world’s hot spots to file his unique and colorful you-are-there dispatches, sparkling with lyrical prose and ballsy, detailed, and fastidious reporting that had won him a second Pulitzer Prize two years earlier.

But right now he was happy as hell to be home.

Home, where people recognized him on the street, where New Yorkers asked Hank Tobin to sign columns when he sat courtside at the Knicks, or in box seats at the Mets, or ringside at the fights. Home, where he always got a good table at impossible-to-get-into restaurants with waiters who knew him on a first-name basis.

But before a veal chop in Elaine’s, pizza in John’s, pasta at Rao’s, steak at Peter Luger’s, or even a hot shower in his Central Park West penthouse condo, or a night in the company of a beautiful woman, Tobin itched for a copy of the New York Examiner. To see his byline. To get his fix. Since he was a kid reporter, when he saw his first byline over a story about a Brooklyn rent strike in Flatbush Life, some magical elixir, superior to the blood of life, scorched in his veins and pounded his heart.

Even when he won his first Pulitzer Prize, and strode to the podium at Columbia University, Tobin accepted the plaque and held up the check and pointed to his name on the “Pay to the Order Of” line and quipped, “It’s always great to see your name in print.” The J-students roared. But Tobin was serious. When he saw his name on his column—Hank Tobin—in twenty-point type, and his thick-haired, full-bearded, squinty-eyed take-shit-from-nobody photo logo, it always assured him that his life was meaningful and worthwhile and respected. Tobin mattered, he thought. Even when he was feeling low and empty and alone over not having his ex-wife Julie or Henry and Laurie in it anymore, his name and photo on The Column gave his life purpose, definition, value. Even as he put on a fake modesty by claiming that the power he wielded was in fact the might of the big-city newspaper, not The Column, deep in his heart he believed that Hank Tobin’s column packed special wallop. He thought of it as a second personality. His twin. He’d once read an interview with a famous über-model, maybe it was Cindy Crawford, who’d said she dealt with her enormous celebrity by thinking of her public persona as “The Face.” Every morning she awakened as a normal human being, with mortal needs, moods, disappointments, fears, phobias, flaws, zits, wrinkles, and self-doubts. And then it took several hours to put on “The Face”—washed, conditioned, blow-dried, and sprayed her famous hair. Then applied layers of foundation, liquid makeup, lipstick, mascara, eye shadow, rouge, highlighters. Until, one step at a time, like the words, sentences, and paragraphs of his column, she became flawless—“The Face.” Which was her mask. Tobin understood what she meant. There was Hank Tobin, the man, and there was Hank Tobin, The Column. Which was another kind of mask. His wife, Julie, had warned him for years before their divorce that Tobin had worked so hard at developing the mask, with no time for the man who was also a husband and a father, an integral part of a family and a home and a private life, that the man had become the mask. Hank Tobin was The Column.

Bullshit, Tobin had said. He could differentiate. But he knew that it was The Column that had made him a New York player. And that people befriended the logo and the byline more than Hank Tobin, the man. Still, Hank Tobin, the man, had created The Column, and he was convinced it had its own organic power that was autonomous of the clout of the Examiner. Tobin was sure he could move to another paper and have the same impact. But Julie argued that then his power, influence, and clout would come from the might of that new paper, which in turn got its power from its readers. Just like the power of her gold shield, when she was still on the force, was derived from the NYPD. Which got its power from the citizens. But Tobin believed the man controlled The Column, and so he was in control of his life. And The Column.

The Column also helped wreck his marriage. So did the Other Woman—Mona Falco.

Still, right now, Tobin needed his by Hank Tobin fix. Sure, of course he’d read his own columns online overseas, checking that the editors and copy editors had not mangled his carefully chosen words. But reading a column online did not evoke the same tactile sense of power in Tobin as holding the newspaper in his hands. He used to thrill in riding the morning rush-hour subway, incognito in a hoodie and shades, watching New Yorkers from every ethnic and socioeconomic walk of life read his column on the way to work. He loved seeing the paper tremble in the hands of the readers when he made them angry or caused them to laugh. Sometimes they would rattle the paper, roll it up, and slap it against their open palm, or nudge a friend and read a section of it aloud. He’d seen one guy get so incensed he actually spit on his column. Sometimes he’d see people tear it out, to show it to others or save it for posterity. He’d received copies of his column in the mail, spotted with bird droppings. One reader—he assumed it was a man—had even used it as toilet paper and mailed it to him at the Examiner.

Tobin loved ink on paper. He hated the ephemeral detachment of cyberspace. When the Hank Tobin column appeared in print, in a real newspaper—with people gripping it in their hands, the ink rubbing off on their fingertips, some of them moving their foreign lips as they read it, learning English and the idioms of New York in the process—he felt like he had physically touched his readers in a personal fashion. Three times a week he entered their lives, became a part of their daily routines, altered their thinking. Your words, your ideas, your opinions manipulated their emotions, he thought. You were as powerful on a weekday morning as the engine of the train that propelled them through the black veins of the City of New York. You had a voice as loud as the million collective readers who read The Column.

Hank Tobin knew his foreign correspondence transported those people who rumbled to their daily mundane jobs to the exotic, thrilling danger zones of the universe, where he showed them with exploding verbs and concrete nouns what he saw firsthand with his own eyes. He delivered the rest of the world—the sights, sounds, smells, tastes, and feel of a place, framed by history in the making—to the people of the capital of the world. Even when he wrote columns at home about his native New York, Hank Tobin helped them cope with their big, broad-shouldered city by pointing fingers at the thieves and scoundrels who robbed their tax dollars and exploited the trust they invested in them. Sometimes he just made his readers laugh on a humorless Tuesday. Or made them seethe on a happy Thursday. Or detonated an investigative bomb about police brutality or dirty judges on a lazy Sunday morning.

Hank Tobin was New York, a big loud mouth in the big bad city.

And now he was getting impatient waiting on the goddamned Customs line to get into his native city. In the days before the Trade Center attack, he was VIP’d right through the gates of his city. He knew the airport cops, Customs agents, and Immigration people from columns he’d written over the years. But ever since, everyone was a possible perp. Air travel had become a test of human endurance. Coming into JFK, he found the airport was always crawling now with Federal agents—FBI, ATF, DEA, INS, Customs, CIA, Office of Home Security, even Interpol guys. Besides these plainclothes teams, armed National Guardsmen patrolled the busy lounges, exits, entrances, snackbars, saloons, and security checkpoints. And Port Authority airport cops also scanned the new arrivals streaming into a wounded New York that remained the prime target of international terrorists because of its symbolic landmarks, such as the Empire State Building, Statue of Liberty, and United Nations. And because there are more Jews in New York than there are in Tel Aviv, Tobin thought.

“Anything to declare, Tobin?” asked the Customs agent named Fanning, whom Tobin had interviewed years before on a drug-bust story. He’d even shared a few beers with Fanning, before Tobin hung up his tankard four years ago, after the divorce.

“Only my genius,” said Tobin, plopping the carry bag and laptop-computer case on the examining table.

“You still using that same Oscar Wilde line, Tobin?” said Fanning, unzipping the bags and giving them a cursory search. “Come up with something original, will ya? You’re the big writer. Besides, my job is lookin’ for contraband, and Wilde was a major bone smuggler, wasn’t he?”

“Your political correctness astounds me, Fanning.”

“Sorry, but I even gotta check you with the eye-in-the-sky now,” Fanning said, checkmarking Tobin’s bags with a yellow pencil. “How’s the wife and kids?”

At the mention of his family, Tobin felt a void in his gut, a panicky sinking sensation like an elevator with snapped cables falling in a black shaft.

“Great.”

“That kid of yours is giving you some run for the money, huh? Some run of page ones on that new paper.”

“No shit? I’ve been away….” He felt a surge of pride in his twenty-two-year-old son, Henry Jr., an ambitious, impatient, fledgling journalist who in Tobin’s absence had taken a full-time job on a brand-new New York daily newspaper called The Globe, which Tobin had never seen and which did not yet have an online edition.

“You’re doing the work of the Lord, Fanning,” Tobin said, patting Fanning on the shoulder.

“Then put something in the collection plate, humpo,” he whispered. “Careful outside, they’re searching for some urine-colored watch-list mope. Since the war, they’re always watching.”

Tobin nodded and moved on, looking for the familiar face of his driver, Ali from Bell Taxi. The car-service account was one of his many newspaper perks. When he returned from a trip, Ali was always waiting. This time Tobin didn’t see him.

Once past the security line of the terminal, Tobin noticed a six-pack of Feds wearing tinted shades and earpieces, as subtle as blood spatters on a wedding gown, standing behind an unmarked counter, scanning a bank of computer monitors. Tobin figured they were studying closed-circuit video images from the “eye-in-the-sky” cameras that Fanning had referred to, a ceaseless stream of multiethnic faces of the new arrivals. They were obviously searching for someone in particular. The “urine-colored” watch-lister, probably an Arab, that Fanning had mentioned.

Tobin noticed the Feds perk up, growing alert and animated, like a family of cats setting into predator mode. He glanced from the excited Feds to a swarthy-faced Arab man. Back to the Feds. His double take brought another Fed to Tobin’s side, touching his elbow.

“What are you watching?” asked the Fed, his face so badly scarred by acne that at first glance Tobin made him for a burn victim.

“The melodrama,” Tobin said.

“Pretend you don’t notice,” said the Fed. “Look at me. Me only. Good. Smile. Who are you?”

Tobin laughed, “Hank Tobin from the New York Ex—”

“Smile. Like we’re old friends. There’s an individual we’re watching.”

“If I noticed that, he probably did. He’s on the watch list?”

“Shake my hand, then walk to the men’s room….”

“Hey, pal, you never showed me any ID.”

“Are you being uncooperative?” asked the Fed. “If you make me ID myself, I’ll detain you. If you don’t do as I say, I’ll think you’re aiding and abetting the individual we’re watching.”

Tobin thought that being detained, hassled, strip-searched, and interrogated could make a pretty good first-person column. But he was tired and it was too much of a pain in the ass. Leave that to a young reporter. Besides, most readers would agree with the Feds erring on the side of caution in these jingoistic and jittery days.

“Actually, I could use a leak,” Tobin said, laughing, shaking the agent’s hand, and sauntering toward the men’s room. He passed the swarthy-faced Arab who cleared Customs, carrying a briefcase, dabbing his sweaty face with a hankie. Just as the Fed who’d stopped Tobin and the rest of the Feds circled the man, guns drawn.

Panic shivered through the terminal.

Tourists screamed and babbled in a dozen different languages.

A flight attendant banged into the ladies’ room. A Hassid shielded himself with his suitcase. A skycap shoved away his bag rack, dove behind a pillar, shouting, “Third time this week! Fuck me and the planes these Mohammeds ride in on.”

Tobin spun. Plopped his bags on the ground. Looped his press card around his neck on a chain. Twisted the nib of his Mont Blanc ballpoint and started scribbling notes in a narrow Reporter’s Notebook that he always carried in his back pocket.

“No shoot!” the swarthy Arab shouted.

Other passengers scattered. The Arab was forced to his knees, hands yanked behind his neck. The Feds shouted: “Stay down!” “Don’t move!” “Lay flat!” “Face Mecca!”

Uniformed airport cops and National Guardsmen fanned out. Pointing weapons. Studying frightened faces. Searching for terrorist colleagues. The terminal hushed like a requiem mass, as if everyone was holding the same breath. In the stillness the sound of Tobin’s ballpoint scratching the paper was as loud as the ticking of a bomb.

He glanced up at the Feds handcuffing the Arab and turned a page of the notebook. One young guardsman aimed his rifle directly at Tobin and said, “Stop fucking writing shit down.”

“What?”

“Hard of fucking hearing?”

Tobin tapped his press pass. “I’m a reporter and I’m not embedded with you, pal, and this is still the U.S. of—”

“U-S-of-shut-the-fuck-up and stop writing shit down,” the guardsman said. “Or you’ll see what the fuck happens. Law says shut the fuck up and stop writing shit down.”

“What law says that?”

“Am I having a fucking problem with you?”

Tobin studied the young kid. Maybe he shaved twice a week, eyes as blue as a fairy-tale sky, nail-bitten index finger pulsating on the steel trigger of the M-16, and decided the best place to fight for the First Amendment or the Fourth Estate was in his column or in a courtroom. Not in an airport in these paranoid times.

He put away his notebook and pen and watched the Feds search the Arab. They opened his pants, explored inside his underwear, and ran a scanner over his body and shoes. “I do nothing,” the Arab shouted. A stocky, red-haired Fed cupped his hand over the man’s mouth. “Dummy up,” the Fed said.

Two other Feds lifted the Arab under the arms and dragged him on his tiptoes across the polished-tile floor of the airport and through an unmarked gray door into a fluorescent-lit room and slammed the door. Two National Guardsmen took positions outside the gray door. The whole process took under a minute.

“Write any shit you please now,” said the guardsman. “It’s a free country.”

For the next ten minutes Tobin searched for Ali, his driver. He used the time to check his voice messages at the Examiner, punching in his password code on the keypad of his cell phone. The airport was back to normal business as he listened to the messages of several readers saying he’d done an outstanding job in his foreign trip. A few crank callers told him he was a kike lover. A few said he was a Jew hater. He skipped over a dozen calls from flacks pitching stories for columns, including a call from the Police Commissioner’s flack and one from a spokesman for the State Department. Then came one from a man with a voice that was electronically scrambled.

“Hey, Hank, this is LL,” the voice said. “Thank God you’re back. I was starting to worry I’d have to do all this without you. You remember me, don’t you, Hank? I’ll never forget you. Hey, I tried to give you that scoop your kid had on page one of his new paper today. But you were still away. So I gave the tip to your kid. Did a nice job. I have more stuff for you when you’re ready, Hank. Big stories. Very big stories. Your column changed my life. Now I’m gonna change yours. I’ll be in touch. We only have six days, counting today, and then I’m outta here.”

The man hung up. Creepy, Tobin thought. Unlike most crank callers, who just vented, cursed him out, or called Tobin an asshole, this guy used a voice filter. And sounded confident. Like a man at a control panel. A voice coming out of a grave. A man on a mission. Tobin needed to urinate.

From his left, Ali, the dark-skinned Pakistani car-service driver, hurried over and grabbed Tobin’s bag and his laptop. “Sorry to be late, Mister Tobin,” Ali said, shaking his head and exhaling in frustration. “But there was so much security. They stop me and searching my trunk two times. I’m parked in the lot across the street. Can’t park outside.”

“I’ll meet you in the car, Ali,” Tobin said, heading for the men’s room, passing a newsstand where an Indian man wearing a turban and Nehru shirt stood behind the counter. The gray-bearded Indian newsie looked nervous, fidgety, as Tobin stood on line to pay for the Examiner, Daily News, Post, Times, and Newsday. After handing the Indian newsie a ten-dollar bill, in an afterthought, Tobin grabbed a copy of a new New York daily called the Globe, which was a thin broadsheet, as opposed to a tabloid like the Examiner. While he was away, his son, Henry, had dropped out of NYU in his senior year, stopped writing freelance for the Village Voice, and took a full-time job on the new daily that everyone predicted wouldn’t last six months. In a barrage of e-mails and transatlantic phone calls, Tobin had tried to talk Henry Jr. into staying in NYU and freelancing for the weeklies. But the precocious kid had developed a fierce competition with his father, especially since Tobin and his son’s mother finally divorced four years earlier, after two years of on-and-off bickering and trial separation, and wanted to go head-to-head with the old man on a rival daily. It worried Tobin. He didn’t want to humiliate his own kid. But he wasn’t going to write beneath his own intelligence and professionalism to let the kid shine, either. He wished Henry had graduated college, taken his first daily newspaper gig in Los Angeles or up in Boston or down in Miami. Then come to New York to kick a little ass after Tobin turned fifty, and was ready to navel-gaze his way through one column a week as a learned elder sage.

“Anybody buying this new paper?” Tobin asked.

“You are, sir.”

“I mean, do a lot of people buy it?”

“I see nothing, sir,” the Indian newsie said. “I hear nothing. I say nothing, sir.”

“You came to America for that, huh?”

“I love America. Have a nice day, sir.”

Tobin crossed the terminal and stepped into the men’s room, followed by a janitor wearing an orange vest who pushed an industrial mop and bucket and who immediately began to swab out those of the dozen toilet stalls that were not occupied. Two stalls were occupied and three other men stood at urinals. As he relieved himself at an empty urinal, Tobin thumbed through the Examiner and found his column in his fixed spot on page two, the squinty eyes peering back at him like the double barrels of a shotgun. He panned his name H-A-N-K T-O-B-I-N. It belongs on a column slug, he thought. Three good strong syllables. Followed by 800 words to live by. He reread his lead.

Tehran, Iran—“Sources in this city and in the Pentagon tell me we’ll be sending body bags home from here on our next stop on the Axis of Evil Express, to take citizens’ minds off the economy back home, unless…”


Good, he thought. They didn’t mess with the lead. That’ll make Foggy Bottom nuts. No wonder the State Department flack called me. Now he’ll give me something fresh from their point of view.

The janitor moved to a new stall, flushed the toilet, and mopped as Tobin scanned the rest of the column and saw nothing amiss, just a wrap-up of his six-week trip with an ominous drumroll of more war to come.

He glanced at the News and Post, which had the same lead story about a Queens Judge named Nikolas Koutros taking bribes to fix two cases. Maybe he’d follow that one up. He’d interviewed Koutros a few times, met him at several Democratic Party political functions over the years. He started out in the Brooklyn Democratic machine and was transferred to Queens to replace a judge who had been convicted in a different bribery case. So he was a judge who took over for a judge convicted of taking bribes, who was now accused of taking a bribe. You couldn’t bribe somebody to make up a story like that, Tobin thought.

Tobin had some good contacts on Queens Boulevard, which was paved with six wide lanes of old bribes and other assorted political machine felonies. Newsday had a graphic on the sagging economy on page one. He glanced at the various stories on the front page of the Times. Great paper, he thought. But like reading your fucking lease.

He zipped up, washed his hands, dried them, and then snapped open the Globe and saw a story tagged EXCLUSIVE about a possible Al Qaeda sleeper cell on Coney Island Avenue in Brooklyn bannered across the top of page one. He read the well-written, vivid lead, filled with action verbs and specific nouns, about a source telling the reporter about the comings and goings in the basement of a certain apartment house near Avenue J.

The reporter, working on a tip, was on the scene just as a joint NYPDFBI Anti-Terrorist Task Force led the superintendent out of the building in handcuffs after discovering the bomb-making materials and pro–Al Qaeda and anti-Israeli and anti-American literature in the super’s tool-and-equipment room in the basement.

Reads like me, Tobin thought. He was so impressed with the lead that his eye popped up to the byline to see who’d written it. His heart thumped when he saw the byline: by Henry Tobin Jr.

Not bad, kiddo, Tobin thought. Weak source but great lead, great details…

The men’s room door banged open and the swarthy Arab whom the Feds had rousted only 10–15 minutes earlier rushed in, tie askew, face sweaty, hair tousled, covering his mouth with his hand. He lurched toward a just-mopped toilet stall and made it in time to heave into the bowl. The janitor paused, his back to Tobin, flapped his arms and shook his head, and ran the mop over the next stall, the strong smell of disinfectant stunning the room.

“You okay, pal,” Tobin asked, expecting a gun-wielding Fed to burst through the men’s room door. None did. The others in the men’s room zipped up and exited in a rush, without stopping to wash their hands.

“I fine. Thank you….”

“Fine? Hey, didn’t they just handcuff you and drag you into a room?”

“Wrong man,” he said. “They say…I am the wrong man. They apologize.”

The janitor half-turned, as if hanging on every word. Tobin glanced at him, squinted from the strong disinfectant, and looked back at the Arab. Tobin walked to the stall door, pulling out his ballpoint and his notepad, holding his press card in his hand.

“That’s it? They just cuffed you, dragged you into a room, tossed you, grilled you, and shoved you out? And apologized?”

“Check my papers,” the Arab said. “They make some calls. Then I hear they catch right man in London.”

The Arab emerged from the stall, wiping his mouth with toilet paper, sweaty and trembling. Tobin introduced himself, showed his press card, and gripped his ballpoint. “Wanna talk about what they did to you?”

“No!”

“Why not?”

“Three times I have been stopped already,” he said. “I make trouble, they never give me visa again. My family is here. Forget it. Wrong man, they apologize. It’s okay.”

“It’s not okay to do this to people,” Tobin said. “Maybe if I write a column—”

“No! No! Please. It’s just the times we live in now. No more trouble, please.”

The man washed his face, dried it, and hurried out of the men’s room as the janitor moved to yet another stall, flushed the toilet, and slapped the mop into the pissy tiles.

Tobin followed the Arab out of the men’s room and watched him hurry, head bowed, through the terminal carrying his briefcase, out of the exit, and to a taxi rank where he climbed into a waiting cab.

Tobin watched him go as his cell phone rang. The caller ID was blocked. He answered anyway. “Yeah.”

“I was starting to get worried you wouldn’t get back in time to be a part of this,” the voice said. “So, what did you think of your son’s story?” It was the same mechanical voice as the one on the voice mail at work. Knowing that the screwball caller had his private cell-phone number sent an army of ants parading up Tobin’s spinal column.

“Who’s this?”

Tobin looked around the terminal. He saw scores of people speaking on cell phones, pay phones, hard-line, land phones behind ticket and security counters.

“This is LL, Hank,” the man said.

“LL? As in Lex Luthor?” Tobin said. “This some kind of bad joke?”

“Close. But your kid scooped you. You read his story. Big story, no?”

Tobin searched around, eyes darting to the men’s room. He hurried to it, banged open the door. One man urinated at the urinals. The other people were gone. The janitor’s orange vest hung on the mop handle that stood upright in the big bucket.

“Yeah, big,” Tobin said into the phone. The guy at the urinal turned, frowned.

“I have scoops for you, too. Gotta get them in before the dot of noon, July 29.”

“I don’t take tips or scoops from blind sources,” Tobin said, exiting the men’s room and striding for the exit. “Especially from people who don’t ID themselves when they call my private number. And who know my movements….”

He scanned the terminal again, trying to spot the mystery caller.

“That would be foolish,” LL said.

“Yeah? Why?”

“Because I know things you need to know.”

“Like what,” Tobin said, crossing the street with the light to the airport parking lot where he could see the black Bell Taxi Towncar waiting, motor running. He pirouetted to see if he was being followed. He wasn’t.

“About your future. Just think of me as yesterday’s papers and tomorrow’s headlines. And then after July 29, my suffering will end and yours will begin.”

“This is a mind fuck, pal, and I’m hanging up,” Tobin said. “I’ll worry about my own future, and you are now part of my past.”

Tobin disconnected, climbed into the car-service vehicle, and sped toward Manhattan. Ali took the Van Wyck to the Grand Central Parkway to the Long Island Expressway toward the Mid-Town Tunnel. The Towncar climbed the LIE rise revealing the island-long skyline of Manhattan spread out before them like a shrine to Western civilization. Tobin gaped at the empty patch of blue sky that was once blocked by the World Trade Center and was reminded that he was going home to a place that was forever changed.

A cop at the toll plaza waved for Ali to pull over. The cop peered in. “License, registration, and pop the trunk. Roll down the back winda, keep your hands in view.”

Tobin’s window powered down, and the cop peered in.

“Hi,” Tobin said.

The cop pointed at him and nodded. “You’re whozis, from the paper….”

“Hank Tobin.”

“Yeah,” the cop said, as a second cop searched the trunk. “You wrote about my son once. Walter Brody?”

Tobin had no memory of anyone by that name. “Oh, yeah, sure…”

“Little over twelve years ago, now,” the cop said, as the second cop slammed the trunk lid. “Nice column. You spelled his name wrong. But what the hell. I gave up the sauce like you since, too.”

“Sorry…”

“Not as sorry as I am,” the cop said. “I miss him every day since I buried him. Never caught the fuck who did it, either. Anyway, be good. Keep writin’ the great stuff.”

Ali sped into the tunnel, and Tobin searched his brain for the murdered son of the cop. He couldn’t remember. He was probably still drinking when he wrote it.

Once out of the tunnel Ali drove uptown on Third Avenue. Tobin’s cell phone rang again. Another blocked call. He answered. “Tobin,” he said.

“LL,” said the filtered voice. “Hey, I’m trying to give you a tip on a good story.”

“Give me your name first.”

“LL…”

“Here’s a tip from me to you,” Tobin said. “Give your tips to someone else.”

“I’ll give it to your son. It’s more than you ever gave him.”

This time LL hung up on Tobin. Who is this guy? he wondered as he glanced out the rear window at the iron centipede of traffic, then sat back and finished reading his son’s story in the Globe. Wishing he’d written it.








Two



Tobin stepped off the elevator in his penthouse condo, deprogrammed his alarm by punching in the date of his marriage to Julie—4/4/80—and dropped his keys into a silver bowl on a small mahogany table by the front door.

Magenta summer light shone through the cathedral windows and reflected on the white Italian marble foyer floors from the sky that he felt a part of perched this high over the gigantic city. He put his bags down and walked across the deep-pile champagne-colored rug of the living room to the southern exposure of the wraparound terrace.

The cityscape was a granite-and-glass mountain range, all glistening peaks and shadowy valleys of ceaseless life, a throbbing, pulsating, never-resting free-for-all of people and ideas and stories just screaming to be told. By Hank Tobin. He knew only a few thousand of those people. Millions knew him. More than the Mayor, or the City Council, or any other cheap politician, this was his city.

Tobin shuffled through his mail. Most of his bills went directly to his accountant, but he always had his checks mailed directly to his home. He liked seeing, feeling, and reading his name on the checks. The way his readers held his column and his books in their hands. He also wanted to know what was coming in before his accountant sent money out. He xeroxed all the checks so he could audit his accountants—especially after the Enron/Arthur Anderson scandal—to be sure they didn’t cook his books. The bills he left to them, even though he knew he should be looking at them, too.

He glanced at two six-figure checks from his publisher, royalties for his last two books, and another from his talent agency minus the fifteen percent fee, as a seven-figure advance on his next book. He didn’t even open the screenplay residual checks from the Writers Guild. Another high six-figure check from his literary agency for the TV series he’d developed based on his own life, the pilot of which was ready to be filmed. If the series caught fire, he would collect “Created By” fees like an annuity every week without writing another word, for as long as the show ran, and into syndication beyond the original network broadcasts.

He shit-canned the invitation to the Cannes Film Festival for another film he’d written that had no chance of winning any award but which had been accepted into the festival. The last time he went to Cannes on a film he’d written was a disaster.

Before that trip almost five years before, Tobin and Julie’s marriage was turbulent. He’d spent months away in Hollywood doing endless rewrites on the script in preproduction. Then he took a sabbatical from the Examiner column to be on the set every day for sixteen weeks in Dublin and Los Angeles.

One hazy, Guinness-logged night as he sat in the after-hours lounge of the Shelbourne Hotel, Mona Falco arrived out of the Dublin rain, wearing an Irish wool hat and matching Aryn sweater, skin-tight jeans, and knee-high boots. Her gorgeous mocha face was an exotic rarity in a land of translucent white faces. Even as they drank deep into the night, Tobin had no intention of bedding Mona Falco. By three A.M., in a moment of boozy weakness, his ego swollen by the idea that Mona had traveled three thousand miles in pursuit of him, he found himself naked in bed in Mona Falco’s room.

They kissed and fondled, and as they reached a sweaty frenzy, he’d gone abruptly flaccid and cold. An embarrassed Tobin blamed his manly failure on the booze. But he knew the reason he could not perform was because the guilt of betraying Julie had made him as limp as his character, as weak as his loyalty to his wife. He mumbled an embarrassed apology, collected his clothes, and fled to his own room, leaving Mona Falco lying in a frustrated and injured sprawl on the Irish linen sheets.

Mona checked out the next morning.

Upon his return to New York, Julie suspected that he was having an affair with a policewoman named Mona Lisa Falco, whom she’d heard Tobin had dated during a trial marital separation. Julie, also then a cop, had heard on the NYPD tom-toms that Mona Falco had taken a vacation to Ireland at the same time Tobin was over there working on his movie. Julie had made one single telephone call to the Shelbourne Hotel and asked for Mona Falco’s room. They told her there was a “Do Not Disturb” on her line. There was no answer at Tobin’s room.

“I add one and one together, and I come up with two cheating fucks,” Julie said, before Tobin even unpacked, smashing the Waterford crystal tea set he’d bought her.

Tobin remembered the look on his son Henry’s face, a puzzle of cracked loyalties. His daughter, Laurie, gave him the benefit of the doubt but had suspicions that her dad had cheated on her mom, at an age when she had just started dating.

Henry adored his father but hated him for hurting his beloved mother, who’d held this family together while Tobin was off chasing his career in South American, Africa, Asia, Belfast, and the Middle East for The Column. Sure, the column supported the family, and that was his job. Julie knew that was his life when she married him, just like he knew her cop schedule also kept her away from home on holidays and weekends.

But then Tobin chased a second screenwriting career in Hollywood, involving ritzy parties, awards shows, foreign locations, wallowing in the glamour, big money, and on-the-make women. Being an absentee father was one flaw. Cheating on his mother wounded Henry because he saw how much it hurt hardworking Julie, who’d dedicated every spare minute to her kids.

Tobin denied the infidelity with Mona Falco, rationalizing that it didn’t really count because guilt had saved him from himself. He wanted to believe that sex without penetration or orgasm wasn’t sex, like temptation is not sin. It was another shallow self-deception. He’d gotten naked in bed with another naked woman while married. But Tobin knew that if he admitted it, his marriage was over. So he added it to his mounting cargo of denial, part of which was misinterpreting celebrity for talent.

Tobin and Julie argued daily for months but somehow stuck it out. They saw a counselor. The kids also unloaded their baggage to the same shrink. The family was held together with truces, cease-fires, and peace talks. When Tobin’s film was selected for the Cannes Film Festival, he’d felt this desperate need to go, afraid he’d miss something, aching after so many years of having his nose pressed to the Hollywood glass window to be a part of that sizzling cinema party. He wanted to go mingle with the rich, make deals with indie prods, meet big stars, pitch script ideas to hot young directors. He’d convinced Julie it was vital to his career that he go, even though it meant missing Henry’s high school graduation.

“Go get it out of your system,” Julie said. “At least you won’t be with Mona Fucking Falco.”

Two days later Julie’s mother called her to say she should open up to the gossip page of a certain rival New York tabloid where there was a gossip item and photo of Hank Tobin being kissed by a topless actress in a thong bikini. The “actress” had had a walk-on in his movie, a dancer in a strip-bar scene. Tobin had been scheduled to do a photo-op with the legitimate female star of the film, as part of the official studio promotional campaign. That photo shoot was supposed to happen at 10 A.M. But that morning a man who said he was from the publicity department called his room and asked if he could be on the beach at 9:30 A.M. instead. Tobin said sure.

When he showed up, the starlet who’d played the stripper rushed to him, topless, her ass bouncing in the string bikini, and threw her arms around Tobin, kissing him on the lips. Dozens of photographers snapped photos.

In the soft focus background of the photo that ran in a rival New York tabloid stood a smirking Mona Lisa Falco.

On the phone, Tobin told Julie that the “ambush” photo was obviously set up by the rival tabloid’s photographer to embarrass Tobin during a newspaper war. It didn’t matter when Tobin said he couldn’t even converse with the young gorgeous wanna-be star because she was a Bulgarian who could speak no English. Then Julie told him she didn’t care half as much about the bimbo starlet. But she told him to look at the chick in the background. Tobin put down the phone, searched for the photo that had been faxed to him, and said, “Oh, my God.”

“ ‘Oh, my Mona,’ is more like it,” Julie said.

Tobin swore he didn’t even know Mona Falco was in Cannes. “She must’ve come here on her own,” Tobin said.

“Sure, the NYPD Policewomen’s Association runs a charter flight to the Cannes Film Festival every year, Hank,” Julie said.

It didn’t matter to Julie when Tobin swore to her on the lives of their kids that he had never slept with that topless starlet or Mona Falco or anyone else in Cannes. The item and the photo had humiliated Julie and the teenage kids. Henry wouldn’t even get on the phone with Tobin. All of Henry’s pals were asking him if his old man could fix them up with some sloppy seconds. Laurie’s girlfriends said little. To her face. But she heard the whispers and the snickers behind her back at Blessed Sacrament High.

Tobin tracked down Mona Falco, demanding to know why she was there, following him, mugging for the camera in the background.

“You sent me the round-trip ticket and a voucher for a prepaid hotel room,” she said, showing him the envelope and typed note.

She claimed she’d tried tracking him down but didn’t know which Cannes hotel he was staying in. “Then I got a call this morning saying you’d be at a photo-op on the beach at 9:30 A.M.,” Mona said. “So I showed up to meet you, but security wouldn’t let me near you.”

“I never sent this ticket or voucher, Mona,” Tobin said. “You’re just trying to wreck my marriage, my family!”

Confused and insulted by the accusations, Mona flew home.

Tobin was baffled. Was Mona a stalker? Or was he being set up by the rival paper with Mona? As well as the starlet? Did someone at a competing tabloid learn that Mona had been one of his NYPD sources? It’s so goddamned weird, he’d thought.

Tobin didn’t win any awards that year at Cannes. But when he got home, he was presented with a set of divorce papers. It was the first time he didn’t like the way his name looked in print. The locks on his one-family home on E. Thirty-eighth Street in Marine Park, Brooklyn, had been changed, and his bags were packed.

“Please let me explain,” he said to Julie.

“No. Go be Hank Tobin.”

The door slammed. Tobin stood on the stoop, locked out of his house, out of his family. Neighbors watched from stoops, or as they watered lawns and put out the garbage. All of them had seen the picture of the half-dressed babe kissing him at this place called Cannes.

The memories still depressed him now, four years later. It wasn’t just an emotional plunge. It caused a physical reaction—his scalp itched, his fingers trembled, and his skin flushed with clammy sweat. Indigestion rose in him like bile.

He needed air. He stepped out onto the terrace, shuffled past the new Cannes invitation, which didn’t interest him in the least now that he was single, and looked south toward the vanished Trade Center. The hole in the city gave him a better view of the sprawling green and gray expanse of his native Brooklyn. He wondered what Julie was doing over there right now, who she was with, tried to imagine her daily routine. Coffee and oatmeal with raisins for breakfast. Then the papers. She probably didn’t read his column anymore. Then the gym where she’d work her cute little butt off on the treadmill and the butt buster and grunt her way through four-sets-of-fifty on the ab-cruncher. Then some light free weights and an aerobics class and a step class. Home, a shower, shopping for dinner. And then maybe a date, afterward, with some asshole cop, not worthy of her. Every time Tobin thought of Julie getting undressed in front of another man, then letting him touch her, her touching him, doing the intimate special things she had always done with him, it strangled him with jealousy. And regret. No one was better in bed than Julie. No one was better out of it, either.

Even though most of the women he’d dated since his divorce were five or ten or fifteen years younger than Julie, all educated, attractive, and gym-toned, none of them had that special oomph, that lusty turbo charge of pure three-dimensional womanhood that Julie brought to bed. Or that sense of confidence Julie had when she walked a city street, unafraid of almost anyone or anything. Anything except closed spaces. She was a desperate claustrophobic, and Henry Jr. had inherited the phobia.

From the beginning Julie was the soul of his column, often giving it the fresh ideas, angles, and perspective only a woman might think about when writing about a major news event. She was more than a sounding board. She was a synthesizer. She was also a funny, sarcastic, ironic son of bitch. In those early years, the best lines in Hank Tobin’s column were often Julie’s. Tobin didn’t realize just how good Julie was, of course, until he slept with and walked and talked and spent time in the company of others. He couldn’t remember the last time a date gave him a line that he’d used as a lead or a kicker to a column. Julie had given him hundreds.

He stared at Brooklyn some more, that vast inexplicable swatch of the world that was as much a metaphysical state of mind as it was a physical place. If Manhattan was the brain of New York then Brooklyn was its pounding heart. He raised his arms and let the winds blowing off the Hudson cool his damp body, gulped the fresh air, rolled his head on his neck, and exhaled with a loud sigh. Julie was living over there, smack in the middle of it, in the same little house where they’d raised their kids when he was a struggling general-assignment reporter.

After the divorce, Julie had rebuffed Hank’s offers of buying the family a bigger and grander home. “You aren’t buying your way back in, Hank,” she said. “Put your money in trust for the kids if you want, but I won’t take it.”

Tobin stepped back inside and saw that his home answering machine was full and pressed the play button. “Hank…or should I say Hank Tobin…just a reminder that tomorrow night is our son Henry’s twenty-second birthday,” Julie said. “Thought you might want to say hello to him, if you have a free minute in your calendar. Hope you’re safe wherever you are because your kids still love their father.”

Julie’s voice was so icy Tobin half-expected frosty breath to puff from the answering machine. The next message played: “Hi, Hank, it’s me, Dani. Call me as soon as you get home. Miss you.”

Dani Larsen was blond and beautiful and as sweet as one of her sunny TV weather forecasts. She’d told him so many times that she wasn’t looking for a lasting relationship that he feared she was. But she was just so…nice. He saw her a couple of times a month when he was home in New York.

Then came the smoky voice of Mona Falco. “Hi, Hank, Mona. Just a call to say hi, to tell you how good your columns were from over there, how happy I am you’re safe. And to say I’m still so single it should be a felony. Listen, let’s just catch up and say, hey. For old time sakes. We really should talk anyway. About your son. I’m hearing things you should know. It’s important. Call me. Hank. No strings…bye, bye.”

Tobin figured it was a ploy. Mona invented things to get him on the phone. To pressure him into seeing her. But he wanted to avoid her, didn’t want to be seen in public with her, where some paparazzo might snap them together, for Julie and his kids to see.

The next message brought a smile to Tobin’s face: “Dad, Laurie, a reminder, tomorrow’s Henry’s birthday. Don’t forget like you forgot mine, old man. Bye…I miss you and really, really love ya. I aced all my courses. So you owe me something expensive. Something with four wheels, maybe, and I don’t mean skates, Daddio. I’ll be out on Long Island chilling. Be back day after tomorrow. Can we have breakfast? Leave me a message on my beeper-phone mail.”

He called Laurie back, got her machine, and left a message asking her to meet him at the Carnegie deli for breakfast in two days at nine A.M. If he didn’t hear from her, he’d assume it was a date. Laurie had suffered from the divorce. He knew she still wrestled with resentments that her father had probably cheated on her mom, even though Tobin still denied it. And with Tobin missing from the house, she rebelled, played hooky, failed some high school classes, refused to take any prep courses for her SATs, and wound up going to Kingsborough Community College, located right on Manhattan Beach, just ten minutes from the house. Laurie was taking a summer semester, hoping to earn enough credits and a high enough grade-point average to get a transfer to a four-year school like Brooklyn or Hunter or one of the upstate SUNY schools like New Paltz.

Kingsborough had its good points, including a beautiful sprawling campus with its own private beach overlooking Jamaica Bay, Breezy Point, and the Rockaway peninsula, and was considered the best community college in the much improved City University of New York system. But Tobin had hoped she would have gone to New York University, like her brother, or Columbia or Harvard.

Tobin assumed a lot of the responsibility for Laurie’s academic drift. He tried to rationalize her situation by reminding himself he had gone to Staten Island Community College and did okay.

The next message was from his editor, Tracy Burns, in her usual clipped sentences: “Tobin? Burns. Nice job over there. Now throw a change-up. Do a birth instead of a burial. Call me, I could use a sympathetic ear.”

Tobin knew that meant that forty-nine-year-old Burns had busted up with her thirty-seven-year-old boyfriend again. Tracy Burns’s high cheekbones, long legs, and sassy confidence made her more attractive than most women half her age.

She and Tobin had long been attracted to each other, but they knew even one roll in the hay could ruin a beautiful friendship. Burns had been dating a handsome younger novelist who wanted to move in with her and maybe marry her. She passed. Burns thought marriage and monogamy were both ridiculous and unworkable ideas. “I love kids, but as some ink-stained sage once said, ‘The greatest enemy of people in our trade is the perambulator,’ ” she said.

Burns was so newspapery-cynical that she often edited Tobin’s girlfriends. “That weatherchick you’re boinking just about qualifies you for statutory rape.”

“She’s gonna be thirty-one,” Tobin said.

“We talking her IQ or her tits?”

“If I said that in the newsroom, I’d be fired,” he said.

“Subtract her age from mine and that’s how old I was when I lost my cherry.”

“That’s why you’re an editor, and she does the weather.”

“I owe you a raise for that.”

“But she probably makes more money than you because she does TV.”

“Make that a demotion.”

Tracy Burns was great misanthropic fun, a terrific editor, a good friend, but there was also something very sad about her. This was a woman who would never know the joys of kids on Christmas morning. She would never marry, and she would not keep a steady boyfriend. She lived for today’s edition of the paper because she was never satisfied with yesterday’s paper.

I’ll call her later, he thought.

Tobin picked up the portable phone to call Henry to make birthday plans when the next message marbled him in midact. He stared at the answering machine as he heard the same filtered voice he’d listened to on his cell phone and Examiner voice mail.

“Hi, Hank,” said the mechanical voice. “LL here. Just a reminder, tomorrow is your son Henry’s birthday. Don’t miss it like you missed his high school graduation when you went to Cannes four years ago.”

Tobin looked around his thirty-by-thirty-foot living room; at the two Stickly couches and arm chairs with the deep-brown suede cushions; the blue, red, and gold Persian area rug; the ceiling-to-floor bookcases; the framed original art on the walls, a prized Pollock, signed Warhol, some excellent reproductions of Matisse, Pissaro, Monet, Manet, and a few lesser-known modern artists from the galleries on Fifty-seventh Street and Soho.

He was almost afraid to move, as if the man attached to the mechanical voice were hiding here in his bachelor pad, watching him. Who is this fucking guy? The phone rang in his hand, startling him. His heart raced. He whispered, “Hello.”

“You get my message about our son?”

“Yes, Julie, I was just gonna call him.”

“Good. Bye.”

“How are you? You okay these days?”

“I don’t do small talk with big shots. Just double-checking, see ya.”

“Knock it off.”

“You want to ask me about the kids, fine. Don’t ask me about my life.”

“Okay, how’s Henry?”

“I guess he’s doing great on that newspaper. The pay sucks, but he’s only twenty-two. He pissed me off dropping out of NYU. That goddamned school cost you over a hundred grand in tuition….”

“Forget the money.”

“No, I won’t. I don’t want him to forget it and become some spoiled rich kid who thinks Daddy’s money is always gonna be there.”

“That’s a legitimate concern.”

“You bet your ass. I busted my buns for twenty-two years on the job to get myself a half-pay pension. And I never asked you for one penny in alimony, just child support.”

“I know, Julie. I offered more….”

“Keep it and spend it on your bimbos. I want these kids to take my values into life with them, not yours and—”

“I know the song, Julie,” Tobin said. “You’ve been singing it for so long they play it on the oldies station.”

“Hey, get fucked, Tobin.”

“That can be arranged,” he said, trying to brighten the conversation.

“Not with me it can’t,” she said. “Besides, I’m too old for you now. I just ordered Girl Scout cookies from one of your dates. Who baby-sat for them while you were away, anyway? Don’t tell me…Mona Falco? She must be pushing forty now. She the den mother for Troop Tobin?”

“Cheap shot. How’s Laurie?”

“The best. She works, she aces school, she goes out with a yuppie guy named Mario with a business degree from Colgate, who’s about as exciting as a Weight Watchers dinner. But I don’t think you’ll ever see him out of work or getting bailed out at night court, either. And I don’t think he’s got cheating in him. Yet. But all men are dogs who eventually look to bury their bone in any hole they can dig.”

“Who you seeing?”

“My kids, my personal trainer, and my shrink.”

He heard the beep of a call interrupt. “Can you hang on?”

“Call-interrupting is rude, and I have a thirty-second threshold for it.”

Tobin laughed and switched over to the incoming call, “Hello?”

“LL here, Hank. Your ex-wife, the one you’re still nuts about, she’s seeing a real asshole detective named Zach Moog. Maybe you should tell her he’s not really separated from his wife like he tells Julie. And, for Christ sakes, don’t forget tomorrow is your son Henry’s birthday.”

Tobin’s skin pebbled. Rage boiled in his skull. “Who the fuck is this?”

“Like I said, yesterday’s papers and tomorrow’s headlines, Hanky Panky. I have a great scoop for you….”

“Eat shit, pal.”

LL laughed heartily over the phone as Tobin switched back to Julie.

“Sorry, Julie, have you been getting any calls from a…Julie? Julie? Julie you still there?”

Dead air. “Shit!”

He hung up. The phone rang again. He answered and realized all he’d done was put LL on hold. “We really need to talk, Hank. I have information for you,” LL said.

Hank hung up again and walked through the dining room, passing the massive teak dining table, circa 1855, bought at an upstate auction of an old inn that was being torn down for a modern motel. The wooden chairs that surrounded it weighed forty pounds each, made of matching oak with red velour cushions and polished brass tacks. The Waterford crystal chandelier that hung above the table came from the same auction.

The calls from this LL, whoever he was, were bothering Tobin. Could it be Henry himself, he wondered? Busting his balls, trying to spook him, looking to throw him off his game, as he competed with Tobin as a new player for an opposing paper? Who else would have his work, cell, and home phone numbers? And know when he was arriving home, on which flight, at what time? Plenty of people, maybe. Almost everyone at the paper could have figured all that out. But was it Henry?

Or maybe it was someone from the paper, he thought. Some ambitious upstart. Or an aging, disgruntled hack still doing general assignment after thirty thankless years. Or some jealous chick I never called back. Maybe it’s not even a guy. Maybe it’s a woman, with that voice filter. Tracy Burns. Or Julie. Maybe she called me from her cell phone as she spoke to me on her house phone, and used the voice filter. Good way to throw suspicion off her. Nah, Julie wouldn’t waste her time. Wait, could it be Mona Falco? Would Mona jeopardize her job like that? Head of the NYPD Hate Crime Unit making crank telephone calls? Too nutty…

He entered his master bedroom, which was furnished with a king-size four-poster bed with a polished oak headboard carved with Celtic designs that also served as a bookcase with matching oak end tables. An entertainment center faced the bed. He had three spare bedrooms, one for each of his kids and one that he used for his office, looking out over the emerald treasure of Central Park.

Women loved Tobin’s apartment. And every one who’d ever visited offered new design suggestions. But he liked it the way it was. His kids rarely visited, opting instead to meet him at a restaurant. I date my kids, he thought.

He plopped on the bed and dialed Henry. His son’s machine answered. “Henry, this is the old man,” Tobin said onto the tape. “How about we go to Peter Luger’s for steak tomorrow night and catch the Mets game. Something tells me it’s also your birthday. Hey, that piece in the new paper today was ter-rif-ic. Just be careful of blind sources. Sometimes they can lead you down blind alleys. But hat’s off. I’m very proud of you, big guy. Call me and let me know if you can fit me in between all the babes and bylines. Love ya…. Dad.”

He hung up, stared back out at Brooklyn, and thought of Julie.








Three



Tobin spotted his waiter through the Elaine’s crowd and waved for his check. The waiter nodded as he delivered plates of food to another table along the brick wall of the famous Upper East Side restaurant that attracted the biggest names of Broadway, politics, the law, Hollywood, publishing, music, TV, and media. Reporters often stopped into Elaine’s with detectives or other law-enforcement sources they used on stories. You couldn’t really afford to eat in Elaine’s on a print reporter’s salary, but you could buy a cop a drink at the bar and stargaze and rub elbows with the high-paid columnists, editors, and TV news people.

Tobin had spotted a guy who looked familiar staring at him from the bar, mid-thirties, and fierce, dark-Irish good looks. He knew he’d seen the guy before, maybe a face from his Brooklyn past or from some other old column he simply couldn’t remember from his drinking days. Tobin nodded to the handsome guy, who was a good six-three, muscles bulging under the sharp imitation Armani, red-striped blue silk tie knotted on a $50 white shirt. The guy had “civil service” encoded on his wordless glare, his unblinking eyes wicked with whiskey. He sipped from a rocks glass. Asshole, Tobin thought. One of those “You-probably-don’t-remember-me” guys from my past. A grievance collector who wants to put me in my place.

Tobin broke the stare and finished his veal chop without looking back at the glaring guy at the bar. Dani Larsen left half of her main-course arugula salad on the plate and sipped her sparkling mineral water. She checked her gold watch a fourth time. Tobin’s agent, Esther Newberg, sat at the next table with his book editor, Maxwell Issenoff, glancing at Dani and then at Tobin with mild amusement.

“Sure you don’t want a decaf-cappuccino?” Tobin asked, opening the top button of his light gray Cerrutti suit jacket, dipping his linen napkin in his imported Italian Pellegrino water, and dabbing a spot of calf blood from his blue silk tie.

“I have to be on the air at four-thirty,” she said. “It’s nine-fifteen now. Maybe I’ll have a mint tea at your place.”

“I don’t now and never will have any mint tea.”

“I have some with me,” she said. “And my toothbrush.”

She always brought a change of clothes, her own tea, toothbrush, condoms, packets of Equal, and a breakfast Nutra Grain bar, too, Tobin thought.

The waiter brought the check to the table, and Tobin snapped his credit card on it without looking at the price. “Thanks for dinner,” Dani said.

“Bugs Bunny’s dates eat more than you.”

“I’m a weatherchick, a mannequin that tells you whether or not to take your umbrella to work in the morning,” she said. “I’m not allowed to eat eat! If they let me go general assignment, maybe I could eat something I truly love, like a goddamned hot dog at a Coney Island triple homicide. All these stories you told me tonight that you didn’t have room for in your columns are more interesting than anything I’ve ever done on the air.”

“War ain’t dull, Dani.”

“How can I get Bernie to assign me to real news stories like that?”

“Start by asking.”

“I do but he says I give great weather,” she said. “I could file a sexual harassment grievance for saying that.”

“Don’t. He’s just old school. And the boss.”

“But I hate weather. I want to cover murders, fires, elections, wars. I want them to send me over to the Middle East. I wanna be Ashleigh Banfield, Christiana Amanpour.”

“Write Bernie a memo.”

“Help me with it. Bernie’s your friend. You know what should be in it.”

He knew she was hinting that he should give her boss, his old pal Bernie Zachbar a call encouraging him to give Dani a shot at general assignment.

“Write the first draft, and I’ll look at it,” he said.

She brightened, grabbing his hand as the front door opened and Tracy Burns, his editor, entered with a woman he didn’t know. Elaine, the loveable but take-no-bullshit owner, approached her, and they exchanged cheek kisses. “I’d like a table near a single, gainfully employed, heterosexual man, please, Elaine,” Burns said.

“The table you don’t need a reservation for,” Elaine said. “For the single straight guy with a j-o-b, you need a gun to kill me for him first.”

Burns laughed, looking youthful and full of energy, her big eyes darting around the restaurant. She flicked her eyebrows at Dani and winked at Hank.

“Hey, Tobin, I hope you’re not using an Examiner credit card to pay for your prom,” she said.

“Hey, Trace, you know Dani Larsen?”

“Sure. I watch her every morning to see if it’s a good or bad hair day.”

Oh, Jesus, Tobin thought. She’s already had two wines. Trouble.

“Actually I’m looking to do general assignment,” Dani said.

“General Hospital isn’t hiring? Just kidding, kid, you have a great face for general assignment. If Tobin thinks you have all the right stuff, you’ll excel.”

“You were the best teacher I had at Columbia, Ms. Burns,” Dani said.

“Really?” Burns said, and Tobin knew she didn’t remember Dani. “Thanks, kid. I remember you now….”

“You gave me an A,” Dani said. “I was a brunette then. You said blondes had more fun in TV news.”

“Right,” Burns said. “And that’s not the only place. Obviously.”

“What’s tomorrow’s wood?” Tobin asked, referring to the headline story, glancing back to the bar. The guy who’d been glaring at Tobin was gone.

“Actually, I’m embarrassed to say, we chased your son’s story,” Burns said. “The Arab they busted could be connected to the blind sheik. Wish you had your kid’s source.”

Tobin nodded. Elaine came over and told Burns that her table was ready. Burns smiled, looked at the table next to a gay couple, and shrugged. “Maybe they’ve got the inside scoop on Martha Stewart,” she said. “Good luck with your general assignment, kid. If you need a reference letter, call me. Your date has my number.”

Burns drifted toward her table. “She’s a character,” Dani said.

“Nut job,” Tobin said and excused himself and walked to the men’s room, saying hello to a few actors and producers and directors he knew at the tables along Elaine’s wall of fame. One bald, baggy-faced producer with a stunning blond woman, at least twenty years his junior, said he’d read the proposal for Tobin’s new book that afternoon and was going to bid on the movie rights with Tobin’s West Coast book-to-movie agent, Ron Bernstein, in the morning.

“Man, wouldn’t that be great, us working together,” Tobin said. “The deal is I always get first crack at the script.”

“Of course,” the producer said.

Tobin gave the producer a thumbs-up and thought how obvious it was that the beautiful blond arm-candy was with him for his money and Hollywood power. He stepped into the bathroom and walked to the single urinal and relieved himself, wondering if others thought the same thing about him and Dani. Behind him, the door of the toilet stall opened with bang.

“You really think you’re hot shit, don’t ya, Tobin?” said a slurry voice, booming over his shoulder. Tobin half-turned and looked at the hard-eyed guy from the bar, zipping up his pants.

“Actually,” Tobin said, “I’m taking a warm piss, if that’s what you mean.”

“You don’t remember me, do you?”

The big guy stepped in front of him, chest out, an intimidating bully-cop move.

Tobin zipped up and said, “No, and with that attitude, I don’t want to, either.”

“You and someone I loved like a father usta be best friends.”

“Yeah? I have lots of friends.”

“You forget the old ones. The way you dumped your Brooklyn wife when you got Manhattan famous.”

Tobin took a step toward the big guy, put his finger in his face, and said, “You’re out of fucking line, pal.”

Tobin made a move for the door. The big man threw the deadbolt into the latch.

“I know all about you, Hank ‘Forget-Where-You-Come-From’ Tobin. Forget everybody including your once-upon-a-time best-buddy Jimbo.”

He didn’t need to mention Jimbo’s last name. There would always be only one Jimbo in Tobin’s life. He’d been one of Tobin’s boyhood pals. He died on September 11, running into the North Tower with the jaws-of-life to pry people loose from a trapped elevator. The people in the elevator got out. Jimbo and four guys from his midtown firehouse didn’t.

“Jimbo always was and always will be one of my best friends,” said Tobin. “You must be his nephew….”

“Godson,” he said.

“Sorry…right, it’s been a while, but Jimbo always talked about you like you were his kid brother. Victor, no?”

“Vincent. Vinny Hunt. And Jimbo was more than a big brother to me. More like the father I never had. I loved him.”

“I did, too. Sorry, Vinny, the kid Jimbo always talked about. You’re a cop, right?”

Tobin washed his hands, dried them, and held out his right hand.

“Captain,” Vinny Hunt said, letting Tobin’s outstretched hand dangle in midair like the arm of a tollbooth. “And not a kid. I’m thirty-seven years old.”

“Hey, sorry. And I’m very sorry about your loss.”

“Then how come you never made Jimbo’s funeral?”

“I did,” Hank said, putting his hand in his pocket, fiddling with change.

“I didn’t see you.”

“St. Saviors, 9:30 A.M. mass, November 28, a week after they found his remains, and made the DNA match,” Hank said, pulling out his wallet, and removing a laminated funeral palm card given out at the church. “I stood in the back. I wore shades. I said my prayers and made my private peace with Jimbo.”

Vinny Hunt looked at the funeral palm card and swallowed hard. Someone knocked on the bathroom door. “In a minute,” Tobin shouted.
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