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THEFAVOR

Lower Manhattan -1995

wilight faded into a cloud shrouded November night as Matt Sasso, in his

old bedroom, comforted by childhood memories, slipped into adeep sleep.
Outside hiswindow, ablack late model Buick with two meninsidedrove up Mulberry
Street. Thethick driver, who fit snugly behind thewheel, blew smoke out the window,
while the leaner one next to him screwed afat silencer onto the muzzle of hisfull-
weight Colt .45.

A short timelater, inthe East Village on astreet scarred with graffiti and littered
with trash, along line of rowdy punk-rock fanswaited impatiently to getinto Lizards,
a popular dance club. The banner strung above the entrance blazoned a specia
sundown performance by the band, | Nailed Lucy. There was aroar protesting the
delay, and theline surged forward pressing those up front into the door. The oppressed
pushed back when the door, with alizard’ stongue painted on it, swung open, flicking
loud music into the street. A broad-shouldered bouncer appeared in the entryway,
counted the first ten in line and motioned for them to enter. After this group had
been swallowed inside, the door shut, and the pierced, tattooed crowd howled again
in protest. In stark contrast to the denim and leather-clad gathering were the two
hit-men, who walked past, dressed in silk-blend suit jackets and black fedoras.
Avoiding eye contact with the angry queue, they madetheir way to the narrow alley
where the side entrance to Lizards was located.

The corpulent thug banged on the door. When it opened, he struck the security
guard acrossthe forehead with ahard rubber sap, knocking him to the ground. After
taping the hands, feet, and mouth of the groggy rent-a-cop and stuffing himin adark
corner behind ajumble of wooden set-pieces, the two thugs inserted earplugs and
followed the loud music to the back of the stage. Hidden in the shadows, they
watched the four members of | Nailed Lucy pound their instruments and scream
their lyrics, inciting theflailing dancersinto wilder gyrations.

Theclub, like ahuge breathing organism, fed off the energy of the young bodies
in motion. The walls, ceilings, and floors had their own pulse, and the large space
was thick with amoist mixture of sour sweat and sweet perfume. The drinkers and
posers by the bar moved in place, bumping and grinding, while those on the dance



floor worshipped the gods of chaos. They threw themselves at each other, smacking
into and head butting one another, inflicting and receiving pain. Squirming torsos
were raised overhead and passed above the crowd by a sea of arms, then dropped
to the floor and stepped upon. The dancers were urged on to greater pandemonium
by the refrain Nails, the group’s leader, and Lucy, the lead guitarist, shrieked at
them. The devotees knew the words well and chanted along.

“Punish me, punish me- | need reaction! Punish me, punishme- | need sensation!
Punish me, punish me - | need attention! Punish me, punish me - | need affection!”

Dressed in black leather from head to toe, Nails roamed the front edge of the
stage, slamming chords on his electric guitar and spitting at the crowd, who spat
back. It was apagan ritual with thetrue believersloving and hating the high priests.
They adored yet wanted to smash their idols. the source of good and evil. Nails
protected his temple from those who stormed the gates and kicked them off the
stage, back down into the roiling mass of worshipers.

But even more sovereign than Nails were the two hit-men, who decided it was
time for real punishment to take place. They stepped forward to Nails' amplifier,
alongside the drummer, who was too absorbed in his racket to notice the menacing
pair. The squat thug bent down and yanked the electric cord attached to Nails
guitar, spinning him around. When he spotted the two hit-men and recognized the
danger, Nails wrath turned to fright. Hefroze all movement, except for hiswidening
eyes, as the tall sinewy gangster pointed the .45 at his forehead. Nails saw the
blurred projectile burst from the smoking barrel just beforethe bullet ripped into his
brain.

Theforce of the single hollow point splattered blood onto the crowd, and Nails
body flew backward off the stage. His corpse was caught by outstretched arms and
passed above the heads of the delirious throng. The dancers reacted to the spurting
blood and exposed gray matter as if they were fake and the martyr act a new
addition to the group’s show. The crowd loved it and took part. Some stroked while
others beat at Nails' flesh. Even the drummer and bass player believed it was
staged and pumped up the rhythm, abetting the riotous blood orgy. Only Lucy
understood what had happened. Her cries were full of real pain and horror, but no
one noticed the differencein her voice.

Inthe small bedroom on Mulberry Street, Matt felt Ritapushing hisarm, trying
towake him. But hedidn’t open hiseyes. He didn’t want to hear what his sister had
to tell him. He didn’'t want to know for sure that his life had changed in a most
dangerous way.

When did things turn so bad? When was the last time | was happy and
excited to be alive? The questions drew him back to the cloudless night Laura had
come to dinner. He recalled the simple pleasure of preparing the meal and the
swelling anticipation of her company. Then came the black smoke, and after that,
Thanksgiving Day, when hislife careened horribly off course.
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CHAPTER1

Two daysearlier

he evening was crisp and clear, and abig moon hung high over the Hudson,
spilling light on an old battered tanker-trailer abandoned by the waterfront.
Silent and foreboding, the grimy hulk sat across the street from Manhattan’s ripe
Washington Market. An oily ooze leaked from one of its valves, and the syrupy
slime, colored with muck rainbows, collected in apuddle on the cobbl estone street.

A block away up river, in acentury-old, red brick storehouse, refurbished with
polished wood and exposed steel beams, Matt Sasso stood in front of his bathroom
mirror and plucked the last gray hair he planned to deal with that evening. Fresh
from a shower and only wearing briefs, he ran a comb through his thick dark hair,
while avisual forecast ran through his head. How many gray hairswill he havein
fiveyears, in the year 2000, when he turnsfifty? He didn’t have that many yet, but
the few silver sprouts spoke of things to come, like the frailty of old age, which
would one day plunder his powerful chest and arms and cloud his brown eyes.

Matt wondered how he would fare agai nst the inevitable misfortunes he was on
acollision course with. What will bethe next great calamity in hislife? Or will they
comein bunches and overwhelm him? The toughness he had learned from growing
up onthestreets of Lower Manhattan taught him never to be avictim. When someone
or something attacked, he struck back quickly with greater force. But how would he
apply thisaggressivetechniqueto adebilitating tragedy. . . say, likeimpotence? Will
he have new methods of coping or will herely on old habits and lash his pride with
awhip until it stood erect and performed circus tricks? Matt blanched and turned
away from the mirror, postponing any more grim probabilities.

He knew the river would look spectacular on a moonlit night like this, so he
crossed the bedroom - his bare feet pampered by a plump Persian rug - to alarge
bay window facing west. Matt enjoyed watching the wide, black water flow past,
especially at night when he could block out the littered streets and the debris that
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bobbed in the current. In the dark, he only saw the glittering sheen of the moving
water. Besides the mysterious beauty of it, he loved to look at the river because it
reminded him of where he lived and who he was.

Matt had discovered the Tribeca area long before it became geographically
swank and had the foresight to buy his own building before prices skyrocketed. He
designed theinterior reconstruction and did much of the hard labor himself, converting
thedreary run-down warehouseinto aspacious open environment. Theliving quarters
were on the upper level, which ran half the length and width of the building, and
Matt commuted to work by descending the circular cast-aluminum staircase to his
cavernous studio below. He was one of New York’s top fashion photographers, his
studio one of its busiest. Matt was proud of what he'd accomplished in life. These
are the things he should be thinking about.

“What the hell are you doing to me? | got astunning young lady coming herefor
an intimate dinner, and you'’ re thinking about impotence. Give me abreak!”

Matt often spoke out loud when helectured himself. “ Thisisno timeto worry if
I'll go limp someday.” He looked down at the bulge in his jockeys and patted it.
“Laura’'s areal honey. If we play our cards right, we're gonna have one hell of a
time. You hear me?’ Matt smiled. He never lectured his dick.

Matt entered the downstairs' kitchen wearing aburgundy corduroy shirt, anew
pair of loose fitting jeans, and tan canvas shoes. An hour and a half later, he was
sampling the slow bubbling tomato sauce when LauraBowden rang therear doorbell,
arriving afashionable twenty minutes|ate. “I couldn’t get ataxi to stop for me.”

Right, like this long-limbed beauty wouldn't have caused a four cab pileup
the second she raised her hand. “The way these cabbies pass you by, you' d think
they were independently wealthy.”

She laughed, charmed and more relaxed. Matt smiled back, content with the
substance and effect of his borrowed quip. He didn’t remember where he had
heard this take on the local carriage trade, but whoever said it, Matt owed the guy.
Accepting her gift of adozen pink roses, he kissed her on the cheek and directed her
toward the kitchen.

After twenty yearsof photographing and socializing with young, beautiful models,
Matt knew what to expect and how to read them. Off the job, models usually work
hard tolook casual, flaunting alow maintenance attitude, but thisevening, Laurahad
taken the time to carefully accent her sultry hazel eyes and style her auburn hair up
off her shouldersin away Matt had never seen before. She wore black linen pants
and a scarlet leather jacket over a straight-cut, white cotton blouse. When Laura
entered the warm aromatic kitchen and removed her coat, Matt noticed her nipples
against the thin white fabric.

Lauradidn’t have to make an extra effort to get more assignments. Shewasin
her prime and had all thejobs she could handle. No, it wasmorethan that. Shereally
liked him, and there’sno bigger turn-on. He quickly sensed that every word, glance,
and gesture was foreplay.
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Matt had figured she’ d be late and counted on the extratime to have the garlic
and onionssliced and simmering in his special Marinarasauce and the pungent food
smellswashed from his hands by the time she arrived. He greeted her asecond time
with a nimble kiss on the mouth, poured her a glass of Chardonnay, then stepped
back to the cutting board and chopped fresh basil and marjoram while they talked.
Thiswas the opening act of Matt’stried and true, cozy dinner routine.

Matt’'sdomestic display seemed to relax hisfemal e guests. He supposed women
liketo see- or believe they’re seeing - aman’s feminine side. He, however, clearly
understood why this routine put him more at ease. It brought other objects into the
picture. It was show and tell. Where do you buy your fresh herbs? How long do
you let the sauce simmer? Matt needed these diversions. What else would they
talk about: serious matters like his mid-life self-prognosis? Matt was more than
twenty years older than Laura. How could she understand his worries and doubts?
Christ, he could see the downside coming. At twenty-three, her view wasall uphill.

Then again, maybe she did have the capacity to discuss such sensitive concerns.
But Matt didn't want to take the chance and possibly turn her into an asexual
confidante. No way would he jeopardize the upcoming intimacy. He needed to feel
her soft body against his. This would soothe his anxieties more than any talking
could ever do. Besides, he' d been relying on this surface routine so long, he might be
the one unable to hold ameaningful conversation.

Outside, the rusted tanker-trailer dripped its hellish cargo. A crud-laden drop
broke the poison pool below, and rivul ets ran the cobblestone maze out to the street.
A heavy, black sedan with dark tinted windows rolled to a stop near the slithering
stream. Inside, in shadow, acigarette glowed brightly. Thedriver-sidewindow lowered,
and the red-tipped missile jettisoned onto the volatile liquid. The snake hissed and
smoked at the sudden attack, ignited, and a flame rattled backward retracing its
once meandering path, now with hot purpose. The sedan sped away into the night,
while the flame rushed to meet the puddl e and the two embraced in abrawny spark
of fire. Theflamesreached high, grabbing and lighting the greased metal hull. Inan
instant, amighty blast shredded the old steel. Scorched metal, flaming liquid, and hot
gassesrocketed in every direction. A cloud of dense, black smoke billowed into the
night sky, and the stars and big moon disappeared.

Matt and L aura heard something outside, but neither gave it much thought. He
had her pinned against the kitchen wall. His right hand roamed under her loosened
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blouse, and their lipslocked over dlippery tongues. Thedistant blast sounded just as
Matt swept his adventurous thumb onto her Ieft nipple, inciting the nub of brown
flesh to rise and harden. A warm wave of peace and pleasure rolled through his
body like a narcotic. His thoughts floated, strangely recalling from his Catholic
upbringing that hewas now in mortal sinterritory. Violating the side, top, or bottom
of the breast could, with agood theological attorney, be argued as avenia offense,
resulting in alesser, purgatorial sentence. The nipple, however, was the doorbell to
hell.

Matt’s enlightened soul could now smileat such inane beliefs, but when hewas
ahandsome, hormonally juiced teenager these moral dictates caused him unbearable
anguish. Ashelightly turned Laura s hard point between histhumb and index finger,
he thought of the young nipples he never got to touch. Linda. . . Connie. . . Gina.
.. Doris Donovan, maybe. . . His nostalgic lament ended when Laura grasped his
born-again cock and resurrected his total devotion to the breast at hand.

Encouraged by her firm grip, Matt unbuttoned her blouse. In the one-second
exposure before he buried his face in her bosom, he appraised her breasts. They
were exquisite. Pearl whitein color, her firm, rising curves glistened like gemstone.

Nuzzling her playful asapup, Matt felt hisrolling pleasuretempered only by the
thin guilt of their age difference. Inthe past, thisguilt had sometimesgrown, weighing
likeacrimeagainst nature, asif he were mating outside his species. Matt licked her
smooth, supple skin and tasted the Faustian lure he had long ago swallowed. He
wondered if hewould ever give up young flesh and seek the love of awoman closer
to his age, one he might comfortably grow old with.

Laura twisted her body. Matt guessed she wanted him to stop. He lifted his
head and saw that her eyes were half-closed and dreamy. A good sign, yet he
asked, “What isit?’

“A picture on the wall was digging into my back.”

He pointed with his eyes. “We can go to the couch.”

Laura smiled, showing her perfect white teeth. “I’'m okay, now.” She put her
hands on his shoulders and nudged him back down. “The couchistoo. . . ordinary.”

Onceagain her lovely breastsdazzled him. Histhin guilt would not fatten tonight.

Savoring the soft landscape before him, Matt drew a moist line with the tip of
histongue between the two adjacent hills. He slowly traced the outside boundary of
Laura's left breast, where it rose from the chest plain, then teasingly licked an
unbroken, diminishing circle, softly climbing to the summit. Her stomach rumbled
and flesh quaked beneath his tongue. He felt her skin warm. Another moan, more
urgent.

When it came to lovemaking, Matt was a real crowd pleaser, a true giver, a
tireless drone (the queen’sfavorite). Knowing himself, he knew thiswasn’t born of
altruism. He' d gotten asfar assurmising it was somekind of benevolent power trip.

Heloved thefirst timethe best. Experiencing a new woman made him feel like
akid again, his five senses engorged and vibrant with eternal youth and stamina.
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After seeing, feeling, tasting, and hearing L aura srising passion, heforaged beneath
the light soap smell for her unique scent. As her breast grew hot and damp, the
unearthed saltsfilled Matt’s nose. Her mild odor was fresh with asugary pungency.
Instantly wild to sample her wet fur, Matt made travel plans.

He sucked her breast, while his fingers slid down her rippled ribs onto her
smooth stomach and undid the obstinate wooden button before unzipping her pants.
He edged hishand inside her satin pantiesto the tuft of matted hair - definite mortal
sinterritory - spread hisfingers, and slowly combed downward. He cherished every
parting hair as he reached for her soaked opening with his lead digit. When he
pushed lightly into her, her chest contracted, pulling her breast from his mouth.
Damn! She's got a sensitive clit.

He should’ ve been more careful. A distraction like that could ruin the whole
mood. What the hell was he rushing for? Go slow. Go back. Linger on those
pearl mounds of glistening skin.

His right hand retreated to cup her left breast, while his mouth moved to
kiss the other. Inexplicably, he missed his mark and burrowed his nose in her
armpit. Fuck! What's wrong with me? Matt felt as if his brain had liquefied
and become an eddy of distorted perceptions. He lifted his head and had to
grab Laura’'s arm to keep from falling backward. He leaned his fevered cheek
onto her bosom to rest, but couldn’t abandon hislust entirely and began to plant
erratic kisses.

Another spasm bent her at the waist. Was that a cough? Did | tickle her?
Whatever happened, their foreplay had turned awkward. Even her sweat tasted
stale and bitter. She pushed him away. He stared at her, focusing his bleary eyes,
and saw that her breasts had become hanging sacks, withered like summer’s end
squash.

How could her beauty turn so quickly? This only happens over time as a
relationship veerstoward loathing. Her body nauseated him. And obviously, shefelt
the same about him. Glaring hideously with apaleyellow face, shelurched forward
and threw up on him. Her hot vomit burned his face and eyes.

As Matt wiped his face with his sleeve, Laura collapsed onto him. Her dead
weight knocked him into the carefully set dinner table. A vase of pink roses and a
breathing bottle of Cabernet both toppled, smashing fine crystal, elegant china, and
turning whitelinen amuddy crimson.

“Laural”

He felt her gasping for air. Struggling to support her frame, Matt felt his own
lungs sting with each breath. He grew faint, hisvision even moreblurred. He smelled
the smoke.

“What the fuck!”

Matt spun around to check the stove. Nothing wrong there. He spun back
toward the open window and saw the horrid black vapors rushing in, invading his
kitchen, overpowering whatever light and air there was.
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Matt lowered Laura’slimp body to the floor, ran to the window, and slammed it
shut. He had exerted too much and inhaled too deeply. The cruel smoke crowded
hislungs. A vicious cramp gripped hischest and brought him to hisknees. Coughing
and wheezing, Matt fought for clarity. The best he got was semi-delirious. He crawled
to Laura on al fours, turned her face-up, and dragged her toward the bathroom
door. He pulled desperately, not knowing if Laurawasaliveor dead, until therelentless
fumes sapped his strength, and he could no longer budge her.

Closing the window had only slowed the buildup of smoke. It still billowed in
from some unknown breach. Matt estimated the distance to the bathroom - another
twelve feet. He reasoned how some cold water on his face might re-energize him,
after which he could come back and get Laura. Voiceswithin him argued. You can’t
desert her. She could be dead - save yourself! Laura groaned.

Her sound lifted his spirit. He tugged her and they were slowly moving again.
Matt had pulled her halfway, six feet closer to the door, when she threw up again.
He dropped her arms, turned her head to the side, and shoved two fingersinto her
clogged throat.

Ashedlid hisfingersinand out of her liquid mouth, rubbing them against her full
red lips, Matt’s penis grew stiff. He stopped plumbing her to adjust his hard-on
painfully embedded in hisjockeys. Heremembered it wasstill their first date. Laura
coughed and expelled the last of the blockage on her own. Matt pulled her into the
bathroom and kicked the door shut behind them.

Hislungs burned, hismuscles ached, hiswhole body cried out for rest, but there
was no time. The poisonous black smoke a so filled the bathroom. Matt switched on
the exhaust fan, grabbed atowel and soaked it under the shower before slapping it
down at the foot of the door. He tried to lift Laura, but couldn’t, so he dragged her
into the shower stall. She shrieked when the cold water hit and struggled to escape,
but Matt held her under the spray. He didn’t feel her soft, supple body. Theone he' d
envisioned would soothe him. He only felt the uncontrollable shake as she sobbed in
hisarms.

A faint sound from far away made its way past the din of the fan and the
splatter of the shower. He heard it getting closer, growing louder, then al at once
becoming clear - it was a fire engine. He heard more sirens racing toward them.

“Laura, we have to get out of here!”

Shedidn’t respond.

Matt saw she was drifting in and out of consciousness. He shook her. “Laura,
we have to go!”

Shelooked at him, her eyesfearful. “No!”

“The building could be on fire! We have to get out of here, now!”

Matt tried to lead her out of the shower, but she fought him. “No! I'll diein that
smoke! Please don't leave mel”
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Her fright overwhelmed his tenuous decision for he too wasn’t sure they could
makeit past the suffocating vaporsand blinding haze. They stayed under the running
water and clutched each other.

Being trapped and helpless was one of Matt’'s worse nightmares. On restless
nights, he often dreamt of harrowing situations that he had managed to escape, like
the time he was chased, cornered, and shot at by Puerto Rican Ray, when Ray
caught Matt heavy-petting his sister, Maria Santos, on a tenement rooftop. Back
then, Matt had only one-way out. It wasaslim and dangerous option, but at least he
had one. Luckily, on that day, he made the long leap over the six-story chasmto the
next roof. But on this day, with the black smoke and cold water, all he could do was
wait and. . . Matt jammed himself, fighting theword, theidea, thetotal hypocrisy of
praying.

How could he pray after al these years of never speaking to God? To do so
now would be a shameful act of cowardice, an insult to the Almighty. Matt tried to
remember thelast time he prayed, but couldn’t. He wei ghed the merit of hisfrequent
contemplation of the existence of God, but that didn’t amount to prayer. He never
praised God. He never asked for His help. For Matt to pray now would be to utter
hollow words, syphilitic syllablesrotting with insincerity. Herefused to dirty himself
thisway. He'd rather diein afire than pray.

Matt cursed his stubborn pride.

Laura gasped for breath. He' d been hugging her too tightly. He loosened his
hold and looked at her sad ravaged face. Her eyes held no hope. He decided to pray
for Laura’'s sake. Halfway through histhird Our Father, Matt lost consciousness.
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CHAPTER 2

he next morning, afine haze clung to the ceiling in Matt’sbedroom. It was

the last of the toxic smoke, diluted, yet still defying the fresh sea air that
blew in through the open windows. In bed, under aheavy quilt, Matt twisted between
sweat-dampened sheets, dreaming feverishly of thetime when hewastwelveand a
group of teen-agers from Elizabeth Street asked him to play a rough and tumble
game of Johnny-on-the-pony. It was an honor he couldn’t refuse.

Onthat sweltering August evening, Matt and histhree best buddies had watched
the older guys, heroes and paragons at the time, take turns leap-frogging their full
weight onto the other team’s wavering column of bent backs, chain-linked together
by arms around waists and heads against hip bones. Volleys and single shots of
groans, curses, threats, and taunts echoed off the tight tenements surrounding the
small, parochial school yard. Adding to the significance of the brute competition was
agroup of local Mafiosi who had gathered to watch and place bets on the outcome.

Thewiseguyswore white sleevel ess T-shirtsand draped expensive ltalian knits
over their forearms. Like major |eague scouts, they evaluated the up and coming
talent. Some werelooking for hijacking crews, othersfor future hit-men. It wasthe
early sixties, the economy was booming and the Mafiawas recruiting. Most of the
players had aspirations of joining the Mob and knew the big-shots were watching.
For them this was more than a game. It was a time to shine, to be on the winning
team.

Mikey Tan's group had just taken the prone position, when Bobbie Spinello’s
father, his face flushed with ire, ran into the school yard. What Matt noticed even
morethan Mr. Spinello’s complexion wasthe L ouisville Slugger clutched in hishand.
Babbie unhitched himself from the line and took off like aworld-class sprinter. He
scrambled up the 12-foot cyclone fence, spiraled his wiry body over the top, and
vanished from the street like a startled cockroach.

The story was some cops had come by the apartment to question Bobbie about
a break-in at Sy’s Haberdashery on Allen Street. Bobbie's old man gave them an
earful, defending the integrity of his son. The cops left unconvinced. Apparently,
Baobbie'sfather wasn't convinced either. He tore up Bobbie's room and found three
dozen Ban-lon shirtsstill in plastic.

Bruno Segretti’s team whooped it up, celebrating victory by way of forfeit, but
Mikey Tan, with hismade-guy father looking on, wasn’t about to be humiliated. He
spotted Matt and his three pals in the crowd and walked over to them. Matt's
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stomach churned, an acid mix of fear and excitement, as Mikey approached. Frankie
Mazzarino, oneof Matt'sthreefriends, stepped forward, puffing out hischest, letting
Mikey know he was ready to play. But Mikey ignored him. His eyes were on Matt
al the way.

Mikey Tan got his name because he was a lighter version of his father, Mikey
Brown, the most vicious and feared button in the neighborhood. Mikey junior had
acquired the intimidating mannerisms of Mikey senior, including hisway of asking.
He stepped in front of Matt. “The word is you got balls. You gonnatake Bobbie's
place or what?’

Asif agreater force had mugged his free will, Matt nodded.

Mikey’s impatient scow! turned into a flinty grin. He slapped his hand onto
Matt’'s shoulder. “You'real right, kid. Come on.”

Mikey turned, leading theway for Matt to follow. But before hedid, Matt |ooked
to hisfriendsfor support.

Eddie and L ou flashed encouraging smiles.

“Show’ em what you got,” said Eddie.

“You can doit, Matty,” added L ou.

Frankie, however, burned him with a hateful glare. It was a roundhouse punch
to his pride that the older guys considered Matt to be tougher than he was. As Matt
moved away to join the teenagers, he kept awary eye on Frankie. He' d seen that
look before. It often preceded afist-swinging attack.

Though best of friends, they sometimesfought like theworst of enemies, Frankie
always starting the confrontation to prove he was the pack leader, and Matt always
kicking hisass, guaranteeing afuture skirmish. Matt had even considered throwing
one of the fightsto give Frankie's conceit some relief, but Matt’s competitive side
wouldn’t allow him to do so. Besides, he reasoned, it would be a greater insult to
Frankie to let him win. This was the Lower Eastside, Little Italy’s mean streets.
Frankie had to earn it.

Matt took the lead position. Folding at the waist, he wrapped his arms around
Fat Butchy’sgelatinous gut. Butchy always played the pillow against thewall because
he couldn’t bend over. The action resumed when Freddy Fly, the other team’s best
jumper, sailed over four backsto land hard on Robby Zip, the guy gripping Matt’s
waist. Freddy continued to inch forward, ignoring the pony team’s protests, and
settled on Matt’s vulnerable spine.

Four more jumpers came in quick succession, each landing hard then illegally
pulling themsel vesforward, provoking more condemnation from Mikey’ steam until
Tiny Chaz's two hundred plus pounds lumbered forward. Everyonefell silent. The
players from both teams braced themselves. When Tiny launched himself, the
outcomewas unpredictable. He could easily knock one of hisown team membersto
the concrete as crumble the back of an opposing player.
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Thebig-shots elbowed one another, guffawed, and gestured, anticipating Tiny’s
effect. They placed additional bets on who would cave first. Matt was the odds-on
favorite to be the weakest link.

True to form, no one could’ ve predicted Tiny's jump. As he struggled to gain
momentum, hisflab bounced wildly under hisstretched and sopping T-shirt. Closing
in on the bent rump he would use to catapult himself, he grimaced, gritted histeeth,
and loudly farted. Surprised by the sudden, boisterousripple, Tiny tripped. He never
gained aninch of vertical lift and crashed belly-first into the hapless pony team. The
wicked crunch forward was too much for Matt. His knees buckled, and Freddy
rode him to the ground, pulling Fat Butchy on top of them. Thewholeline, jumpers
and all, began ariotous pile-on. Matt was at the very bottom, crushed by theralling
weight of a dozen bodies. He gasped for breath.

Matt struggled to push himself from the ground, fighting for the half-inch his
chest needed to expand for a gulp of oxygen. But the weight on top of him was too
great, and he remained pressed to the cement. He wheezed asthmatically, surviving
on threads of air. Then things got worse. Suddenly, he was breathing water.

Farther up the street, another group of kids had opened afire hydrant, and the
ensuing torrent jumped the curb and flowed freely into the school yard. To the
othersinthe stack of players, it wasahilariousway to cool off, but to Matt, with his
face mashed to the ground, it was alife and death struggle. He gurgled and choked
in the shallow stream, unable to free himself and too proud to cry for help. He
envisioned the next day’s Daily News headline - Kid Drowns In Four Inches Of
Water. His death would sell lots of papers. Peopleall over the city would shaketheir
heads and feel sorry for his mother. He was |osing consciousness and about to die,
but he couldn’t scream - only girls scream.

Fortunately, someone else screamed for him. Frankie Mazzarino rushed to the
pile-on, yelling holy murder. He pushed, pulled, and kicked until every last teenager
was thrown clear of Matt. Frankie lifted Matt’s head out of the water. They locked
eyesin away they had never done before. Matt owed him. Frankie knew it. After
that, they never fought again.

In his dream, the brackish water Matt coughed from his lungs turned to black
smoke, which encircled and squeezed him like a python. Escape from the ghostly
strangulation came when a noise from downstairs stirred him from his tortured
deep. The harsh bitein histhroat and lungs welcomed him back to reality. Ashislids
flickered, Matt grasped that Frankie screaming for him was the same as he praying
for Laura- sometimesit’'s easier to break the rulesfor someone el se. He opened his
eyes.

Matt's slanted vision multiplied everything in sight. He felt the first shock of
searing pain, an ache in his head so severe he nearly vomited. He turned onto his
side, curled like a shrimp. The nausea passed, but the stinging throb was there to
stay. Matt had no intention of getting out of bed until he heard something downstairs.
No one should be down there. The studio’s closed. Today's Thanksgiving.
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Matt reached behind the oak headboard to a hidden recess in the wood and
located his Smith and Wesson snub .38. Anticipating the next cruel ache, he clenched
his jaw and kept his finger off the trigger. When the pain hit, he safely gripped the
gunstock until the agony subsided.

Rising up, he backed gingerly out of bed only to falter and drop to hiskneeslike
akid again praying at his bedside. But this time, his hands were clasped around a
gun. God was mocking him, he thought. God wasn’'t happy with last night’s
deception, with last night's desperate plea. He suffered another stab ripping
through his head.

“Fuck God!” He's the one who blew the smoke my way! Matt lifted his eyes.
“I"'m sorry. | didn’t mean that.” He heard more noise. “I’'m gonnakill the bastard
down there!”

Guninhand, Matt staggered to the door. He noticed hewasfully clothed except
for hisshoesand recalled last night’ sevents: the firemen storming into the bathroom,
Laurabeing hel ped outside by paramedi cs, huge exhaust fans clearing out the smoke,
and himself reassuring the police hewasall right before crawling upstairsand dropping
off into a wretched sleep.

He opened the bedroom door and slinked to the edge of the landing. Peering
downstairs and seeing no one, he moved to the staircase, leaned hisweight against
the curved railing, and stepped down the cold metal stairs. When he reached the
studio floor, therewasabang at therear entrance. The steel-plate door was damaged
and someone was pushing against it, trying to get in. Matt moved to thewall by the
unhinged side of the door. Heart pounding, he waited for the intruder to enter.

Matt was no stranger to guns. In his youth, friends of his, who had fathers or
unclesinthe Mab, often found handguns and boxes of bulletsintheir homes, usualy
stashed behind afridge or some other major appliance. He and his palswould point
the discovered pistol at each other and make joking threats, then tote the handgun
out to the end of an abandoned pier and fire at whiskey bottles before returning it to
itshiding place. Among his cohorts, Matt had earned the rep for being the best shot,
regularly scoring the most hits. He figured his keen marksmanship was due to his
excellent eyesight. But now, standing just afoot away from the burglar’s point of
entry, Matt’s 20-20 vision wasn't critical. What mattered more was how he would
handle this singular event. He had never before confronted another person with
seriousintent while holding aweapon.

An ear-splitting, metal-against-metal screech preceded the door swinging open.
A ski-capped man with acrowbar stumbled into the studio. Matt took advantage of
the man’sawkward entry and stuck the .38 to theintruder’s neck. “ Freeze, fuckface!”

The man stopped instantly. About 5 feet 10, 170 pounds, he was a few inches
shorter, thirty pounds lighter, and alot less muscular than Matt.

The young man blinked his blue eyes. “Matt! 1t's me. Robert.”

Matt’s viciousness turned to remorse. “Christ. . . | forgot you were coming this
morning.”
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Raobert Brody pulled the ski-cap off, releasing hislong, sandy-colored hair. He
threw his head back, shaking the hair away from his eyes. Matt had often seen
Rabert flip his hair in this manner, but this time Matt felt the phantom brush of his
own long hair, the way he had worn it in the late sixties and early seventies.

Gazing at his twenty-one year-old assistant, Matt thought how much he was
going to miss him. Robert was moving to Idaho in two daysto live with his older
sister. In the calm wake of Matt’s passing aggression, it dawned on him, that other
than his immediate family, there was no one who meant as much to him as his
assistant did. In just ayear and a half, Robert had become his closest friend.

Matt loved Robert’s spirited enthusiasm, especially his one-man effort to clean
up New York’senvironment. While most citizenslooked at the city’sfilth and either
ignored it or considered it hopeless, Robert shined a spotlight on the problem and
forced othersto seeit and take responsible action. Single-handedly, he established a
paper and chemical recycling program among scores of Manhattan photographers
and film labs. Working his bright blue eyes with wondrous effect, he shamed the
too-busy-to-care photo prosinto feeling like gross spoil ers of the earth. After hearing
Raobert’'s earnest assessment of how damaged our beautiful planet had become,
only the most ice-hearted profiteers were able to reject his appeals.

Rabert eyed the black metal in Matt’s hand. “I didn’t know you had agun.”

Matt lowered the weapon to hisside and slid it behind hisleg. “I'm not in love
with it. It's a necessity.”

“Guns are like magnets. They attract other guns.”

Matt debated whether to | et this pacifist notion be the last word or add a darker
addendum, citing the daily occurrence of crime and violence and how leaving onesel f
without adequate protection wasirresponsible. Theinner discourse ended when his
headache returned.

Pressing his forehead between thumb and middle finger, Matt spoke in a slow,
tight manner. “Would it go against your homeopathic principlesif | asked youtofind
me some aspirin?”’

Raobert smiled at the gentle rub. “Well. . . since you're letting me stay here a
couple of days, | guess |’ m obliged to break the rules. By the way, what happened
to the door? It’s al busted up like someone brokein.”

“Get me something for my headache. I'll fill you in when you get back.”

Rabert stood there, looking apologetic. “1 was banging onit for fifteen minutes.
Youweren't answering.” Hemotioned with the crowbar. “I got thisfrom theworkshop
to check out the studio.”

“You did theright thing.” Matt winced in pain. “Now go get the aspirin.”

Raobert joked, “ You' re getting too old to party hearty.”

Matt shot him an impatient look, then softened it. “ Enough with the lectures.”

As he backed away, Robert bowed and waved his hands. “Yes, Master.”

Matt was relieved that his glare hadn’t crossed the line to intimidation, that
Raobert felt comfortable to joke with him. He knew his mean-street scowl, the one
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he had used to ward off aggressors in his old neighborhood, could still frighten
people. He didn’t mind its payoff on arrogant types, like obnoxious salesmen, but
hated when it unnerved decent people.

Matt’s stomach rumbled. He leaned onto atall director’s chair next to the wall
and settled into it. He placed the gun on a nearby shelf and covered it with an issue
of Italian Vogue.

Raobert reappeared, carrying a glass of water and atin of aspirin. “What's that
horrible smell?’

Matt described last night’s explosion, how he and the young model weretrapped
inside with the suffocating fumes, and how the firemen had to bust in through the
studio’s back door.

“You think any of those chemicals got into the Hudson?”’

Matt grinned, amused by Robert’s greater concern for the river than for his or
Laura’'s health. “How would you feel if | found the guy responsible for that tanker
spill and put abullet in hishead?’

“A sort of ecological strike. . . | guessin some ways, |I'd consider you a hero.”

Matt liked the idea of being Robert’s hero.

While he waited for the aspirins to kick in, Matt was content to listen to his
fresh-faced assistant’s heady plans to save an old growth forest in Idaho from the
logging industry.

Of all the things Matt loved about Robert, uppermost, he reminded Matt of his
ownidealistic youth. At onetime, hetoo had been azeal ous advaocate for protecting
the environment. Matt’sendearment to nature occurred during hisfirst trip to Europe,
when another island, a small one off the coast of Spain, dislodged him from
Manhattan's cold steel and concrete.

Matt’'s maiden voyage to Europe came a year after he had dropped out of the
Engineering program at Manhattan College. After leaving the Christian Brothers
run school, he worked as an assistant to a catal og photographer and earned enough
to pay for his Atlantic crossing.

Still in rebellion against the nine-month, mind-altering curriculum of Physics,
Chemistry, and Calculus, Matt departed without aplan for discovering the Old World.
After traipsing through London, Paris, and Amsterdam, he hitched a ride with a
group of fellow travelers on route to Spain and Morocco. The eight adventurers
rode in arattling, sometimes groaning, VW bus and traded exotic tales. Of all the
places described, Matt deemed Formenterrato be the most alluring. He broke from
the group at Valencia and boarded a ship to |biza, where he took a smaller boat to
Formenterra. He arrived thinking it would take a day or two to check out the little
island. He stayed for the rest of the summer and half of the fall.

Amongst thetall pines, pomegranate groves, and peaceful lizards, Matt enjoyed
sun-filled idyllic days, meeting scores of travelers from all over the world. With
ever-changing groups of new friends, Matt played on the fine, white sand beaches
and swam in the transparent blue sea. During one full moon party, he and Helen, a
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Cathalic girl from Northern Ireland, both dropped acid for the first time. It was an
eternal night of heightened sensations. When they weren’t exploring the moonlit,
natural beauty of theisland, they were exploring each other. They made loveinthe
water, on the beach, and later in his cabin, where they smoked M oroccan hash until
they fell adeep just after sunrise.

Surrounded by the Mediterranean, he called her Helen of Troy. She had dark
Irish features and her deep brown eyes selected few to know her. Matt cherished
every moment they spent together for they only had aweek until she had to return
to Belfast. To the bombings and bloodletting. The violence he had grown up with
paled in comparison to her experiences. He wanted to ask how bad wasit? How did
she endure? How afraid was she? But he knew she didn’t want to talk about her
home. She was on vacation and would be back there soon enough, so he never
asked. After Helen left, there were other girls. They wereall special that enchanted
summer, but none as memorable as the beautiful Irish girl, who had silently bared
her wounded soul to him.

In the five months Matt remained on Formenterra, many travelers came and
went, and he assumed the role of guide and wise man of the island. New arrivals
looked to him to learn the secrets of Formenterra. They asked about the best nude
beaches, the highest cliffs to dive from, the most secluded coves to make love. It
wasthe greatest summer of hislife. And though it wasfull of hedonistic pursuits, his
mind and spirit were along for the ride, and they too expanded exponentially.

It was the first part of November when Matt left Formenterra. On the boat
back to Ibiza, he sadly watched hismagical island slip below the horizon. He vowed
never to return for this serene dliver of land had aready begun to change. During
thetime hewasthere, he had witnessed new construction ravage fieldsand orchards
and seaside devel opmentslevel majestic cliffs. Matt promised himself he wouldn’t
go back and suffer the sight of hislost paradise. Instead, hewould visit hisbeautiful
memories from timeto time.

When he returned to New York, Matt often thought of Formenterra, but the
pleasant imageswere no match for the polluted chaosthat crowded him. The scarred
neighborhoods, the rank rivers, the ubiquitous garbage of the city, depressed him.
He tried to shake off the despair, but it held fast.

Matt soon left Manhattan and traveled on his own for three years through the
Western states, documenting raw landscapes resplendent in natural light and using
hisartwork to promote environmental causes. He loved this sort of photography and
considered it his most inspired work, but grew weary of the lonely existence and
Spartan lifestyle. After much deliberation, he returned to New York, intent on becoming
one of Manhattan’s premier commercial photographers.

Seeking a unique style that would set him apart from the other New York
photographers, Matt spent hours at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, immersed in
the classical paintings, especialy those of Rembrandt and Caravaggio. After six
months, Matt compiled a portfolio of people and products that showcased a neo-
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classical, chiaroscuro lighting technique. The assembled photos sparkled with asoft,
radiant luminescencethat reveal ed surprising depth, whiletargeted shafts of filtered
light accentuated specific surfaces. Asaresult, Matt Sasso became the most sought-
after young photographer during the 70’'s. The big ad agencieslined up like 737son
LaGuardia starmac, their major accountsidling impatiently, waiting for Matt’sbusy
schedule to open up.

Random events and opportunities|ed him to the fashion industry, and Matt was
satisfied with his notoriety and success. Yet in his heart there remained adeep love
for the beauty of nature, and Robert was an extension of that love. He provided
Matt with the hope that future generationswould sustain the activist energy he once
had for theideals he still cherished.

Raobert paused, asif he just realized he’ d been monopolizing the conversation.
Which would’ ve been the case if Matt hadn’t drifted off and missed most of what
he had said.

“1 hope I’m not putting you out. It's only for afew days.”

Despite the headache, Matt generated the most sincere look he could muster.
“Robert, don’t even think about it. It's my pleasure.” Concerned that he may’ve
overdone the emation, Matt smiled. “ Just save afew of those trees out West in my
name. That'll square us.”

Raobert smiled back. “Deal. I'll even point them out when you come visit.”

“Comevisit, huh? Soyou finaly got thehint I’ ve been wanting aninvitation. You
bet, I'll comevisit.”

Raobert’swordswere heartfelt. “ Thanksfor letting mework here, Matt. | learned
alot fromyou.”

“Hey, you don’'t haveto thank me. I’'mlosing adamn good assistant.” He extended
his hand. “And aclose friend.”

They shook hands and locked eyes. The intensity of the moment grew until
Raobert joked to saveit from bursting. “ Oh, now I’'myour friend. A minuteago | was
fuckface.”

Matt laughed and pulled Robert to him, wrapping himin hisarms.
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CHAPTER3

he chill afternoon breeze blowing off the waters of New York Bay, helped

revive Matt as he pedaled a thirty year-old, ten-speed past Foley Square
and its deserted government buildings. Pumping his legs and steering east toward
his old neighborhood, Matt felt the dull fog begin tolift from hisbrain.

He had seen the flaming tanker on TV, and wanted to ride past the source of
last night’s poison cloud to see the burned-out carcass in the clear light of day, but
he'd gotten off to a late start and decided to view it on his return home. He did,
however, get around to calling Laura. There was no answer, so heleft amessage on
her answering machine.

As Matt pedaled faster, his thoughts turned to Robert back at the studio. Matt
had repeatedly asked his assistant to accompany him to his family’s Thanksgiving
dinner, but Robert politely refused, saying he needed to finish aset of prints before
leaving for Idaho, where he might not have accessto a darkroom. Matt understood
how important it was for Robert to compl ete his portfolio, and felt he had tried his
best to invite hisyoung friend, but now, Matt had doubts.

He recalled how much of a struggle it had been to get Robert to accept the
generous payment for histen-speed. Clearly, Matt wastrying to help him, and perhaps
Raobert initially resisted the cash offer, sensing it was charity and an imposition on
their friendship. Matt ventured that Robert considered theinvitationinasimilar light,
and, after accepting one kindness, felt obliged to refuse another. To placate hisguilt,
Matt vowed to shower his assistant with attention and kindness for the remaining
two days he would be at the studio.

When Matt rounded Columbus Park, at the foot of Mulberry Street, boyhood
memoriesfilled hishead, packingit tight like arush-hour elevator. Although he only
lived amileaway, it wasasif heinhabited adifferent time zone. Not of hours, but of
past and present.

If his family no longer lived here, Matt could’ve easily ignored these ignoble
streets. Then again, wouldn’'t he have missed the bits of gossip his sister, Rita,
relayed to him, while he reacted as if he didn’t care to know, yet always pictured
vividly the charactersand plotsas shetold her stories?Wouldn't his sister, who was
a perceptive creature, have known if he was really interested or not? Ritawasn't a
compulsive talker. She spoke when someone was listening. Matt had to admit, he
remained curious about the lives of the people he grew up around. He wanted to
know of the swindles, thefeuds, theinfidelities, the abandonments, and the recurring
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Mafiatalesof intimidation, revenge, murder, and succession. Heal so enjoyed hearing
of the happier events, like weddings, births, anniversaries, and of old people dying
peacefully intheir sleep.

These streets possessed the good and the bad, but here the mix was more
intensethan other places, and the people moreintrusive. He appreciated their appetites
and rituals, but remained on guard against their M editerranean manner of invading
hisfortress of solitude. Matt would always pack love and hate in his heart when he
traveled the brief mile to his past.

A couple of wandering cabs honked as he crossed Canal Street against the
light. There was plenty of clearance between them. Being alight traffic day, Matt
supposed they were looking for any excuse to score their daily fix of horn toots.

It was no surprise when Matt spotted Lenny Change at his post on the corner of
Mulberry and Hester. More resol ute than amailman, Lenny endured all climes and
elements to stand his ground each afternoon, Sundays and holidays included. Well
dressed as always, on this Thanksgiving Day, heworeasilver-gray wool suit over a
black knit shirt, topped off with a blue fedora. Lenny Change got his name from
constantly rolling coinsin hisleft front pants pocket. He couldn’t stop doing it. All
the private clubs and most of the local restaurants had banned him because of his
annoying habit. If he had lived uptown, where the psychiatristsreside, hewould' ve
been called Leonard the Obsessive-Compulsive. Downtown, Lenny was a fucking
loony-tune, clinging to his spot in the neighborhood.

Lenny’s sgquare face scrunched in puzzlement as Matt bicycled toward him.
“Hey! Big-shot photographer. What' d somebody steal your car?”’

Matt grinned. “How you doing, Lenny?’

Lenny cupped his crotch with his free hand. “1’d be doing a lot better if you
brought me one of them delicious models.”

Matt laughed as he rode past. “Next time.”

“I'll be here.”

“No doubt,” Matt muttered to himself.

The proliferation of shiny new storefronts, ablaze with the Italian tri-colors of
green, white, and red, reminded Matt how much Mulberry Street had changed from
when hewasakid. Back then, few outsiders dared walk through thefiercely protected
area. Occasionally, a few naive tourists, reckoned harmless by the natives, were
allowedto stroll freely. But the visitors soon sensed their jaunt could be hazardousto
their health, and after a couple of blocks retreated to the safety of tourist-friendly
Chinatown.

Thesedays, however, LittleItaly waslauded in every tourist map and sightseeing
guide published about Manhattan. And combined with its nearby Oriental enclave,
they were the most popular stop on New York’s ethnic neighborhood tour. The old
family restaurants had blossomed into lavish dining extravaganzas, with prices to
match. And the mean streets had turned family friendly with an explosion of sweet-
scented bakeries, classy outdoor cafes, and ornate espresso houses. All very
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profitable. The Mafiahad given itsblessing to the make-over by investing heavily in
the expansion of local businesses. They had their hand in everything. Some things
never change.

Gliding past the intersection at Grand Street, Matt swung hisright leg over the
seat and coasted past several buildingsto hisfamily’sfive-story tenement, where he
stopped in the street alongside a parked car. He knew hisfather, Thomas, would be
at the living room window, looking down at him. He glanced up to the second floor
and saw his smiling pop wave afrail hand.

Matt's eyes welled with tears. He felt the guilt children feel when absent for a
time then return to see how much closer to death their parents have gotten, the guilt
children carry because they can never repay in kind all the love and caring they
received from their parents, the guilt that persists even though everyone knowsitis
natural law that parents give more than they take. Being childless, Matt was cheating
the system, but he knew he would pay when he grew old and there would be no one
to take care of him. Things work out. It's the law.

Matt lifted the bike'sfront wheel onto the single step that separated the sidewalk
from the building’s entrance. He noticed the door had been freshly painted forest
green, and wondered how many coats of paint had been slapped onto the solid oak
over the years. Matt rolled the ten-speed into the long narrow corridor with its
origina floor of small tile hexagons, mostly whitewith col ored bordersand i ntermittent
geometric designs. The building had been remodel ed adecade ago, after itshundredth
birthday, but many of its nineteenth-century features remained, like the wrought-
iron staircase with itswhite marble dabs smoothed and bevel ed by countlessfootsteps.

He carried the bike up the stairs. At the mid-floor landing, he made aright angle
turn up to the second floor, where he set the bike down next to the heavy reinforced
door that he had installed to protect his family. It was more of a luxury than a
necessity in this safe area, but it made Matt feel more secure.

On the door, hung a large Christmas wreath decorated with small red ribbons
and white porcelain angels. Matt was fortunate that his sister had moved in with
their father after their mother passed away. Rita bore the brunt of taking care of
their pop without any resentment toward Matt. He knew it satisfied her need for
family.

Rita's husband, Eddie Pomara, one of Matt’s boyhood pal's, had died years ago
in Vietnam, and her only child, Lucy, was an aspiring punk-rock singer, who had
distanced herself from her mother. Lucy lived close by on West Houston Street, but
rarely visited. Matt tried to do his part by being generouswith hisfamily. It was easy
to give them money. What he couldn’t give them was moretime. Not the amount of
time they deserved.

Matt knocked. A few seconds later, the door opened, and a brute with a shaved
skull and nose ring, wearing black leather, top to bottom, stood in the doorway,
grinning at Matt’s shocked expression. “You're late, Matthew.”
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Matt glared at the Fuck You, writtenin medieval script, tattooed on the stranger’s
forehead. “Who the fuck are you?’

A primal reaction to protect hisfamily propelled him forward. He was about to
do something, hewasn't surewhat, but it involved force. Suddenly, Lucy appeared.
Matt didn’t recognize her at first, with her pierced brow and lip, and red streaked
hair hanging in her face. It was her voice that stopped him. “Back off, Uncle. Nails
iswith me.”

The two men stood close and stared at each other. Matt tasted the unwashed
smell coming from Nails, who was bigger and about fifteen years younger. If they
ever got into it, Matt knew what he had to do. Strikefirst and hard and dirty as need
be.

Rita removed garlic and cheese breadsticks from the oven and set them on the
stove to cool. She took off the bright orange mittens that matched the apron she
wore to protect her blue cotton dress. She looked at Matt, who sat at the kitchen
table, squeezing hisforehead.

Rita's big, winsome eyes were dark brown, the same color as her long, thick
hair, tied with ablue ribbon. A few years ago, Matt had bought Ritaa membership
at a Soho gym, and ever since, she had kept herself fit and trim. She would turn
forty-threein two months, but looked like awoman in her mid-thirties.

Rita asked, “You okay? The smell was awful here. | can imagine how bad it
was at your place. Lolly, next door, told meit wason TV last night.”

Matt loved hissister dearly, but wished shedidn’t sound like aneighborhood girl
when she spoke. He' d gotten rid of his Lower Eastside accent in college when he
first mingled with WA SPs and no longer wanted to sound greasy, as his girlfriend
from New Haven called it.

Matt furrowed hisbrow. “I’'m all right.”

“What kind of lowlife would leave atruck full of chemicalslikethat?’

“1 don’t know.” He picked up the bottle of aspirininfront of him and considered
taking more. He set it back down. “Pop doesn’t ook too good.”

Rita's face dropped a notch. “He says he's ready to join Main heaven.”

Matt lowered hiseyesand stared at the black and white checkerboard linoleum.
“What'swith Lucy bringing that fucking yammo to the house?’

“Please Matt, don’t start. Okay! | can’'t stand looking at the creep either. He's
an ex-con who did hard time for manslaughter. | hate having him in my house. But
| want my daughter here for Thanksgiving dinner.”

“1 don’t understand L ucy. Shewas such abeautiful girl. Now, shelookslike. . ."
Rita's pained expression stopped him.

“You think it doesn’t tear at me to see her like this? She's got this dream of
being arock and roll star. They al look like that, now. What can | do?| don’t want
to drive her away. | can only pray and wait for the day she changes back.”

Matt rose from his chair and hugged Rita. “Don’'t put all your faith in what
prayers can do.”
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She spoke softly into his chest. “It worked for Ma.”

Matt leaned back so he could see her face.

“Maaways prayed that you' d cut your long hair and stop being a hippie.”

He laughed.

“She said God got you interested in photography.”

“Then praise the Lord for amost excellent way to meet chicks.”

Rita punched hisarm. “Hey! Don’t make fun of Him.”

“1 hope you' re not comparing what | was to those two out there. There'sabig
difference. | had positive values. | was trying to stop alousy war. All | see them
doing isdisfiguring themselves and trashing everything else.”

“1 know there'sadifference. But Madidn’t. You turned into astrange personin
her eyes. She lost her beautiful son. She worried the same way | worry about
Lucy.”

It hurt Matt to hear this. He knew Rita's recollection was accurate. His rage
against the Vietnam War and maverick appearance had confused and upset his
mother. But it was an insane period, and Matt had to do his part to object to the
madness.

It had been awhile since Matt thought about the war, but the angry memories
bubbled to the surface. In the sixties and early seventies, the country’s|eaderswere
sending boys off to fight and die in a war that made no sense, and in the process
killed thousands of Asiansin their own homelands. Thewhole damn Domino Theory
- the foundation for our strategic defense paranocia - was based on assumptions that
proved to be patently wrongheaded.

After the United States honorably pulled out of Southeast Asia, Vietnam never
became the puppet state of Red China. In fact, they soon fought amajor war against
each other. Wasn't it evident to our military intelligence bureaucrats that Ho Chi
Minh would never alow any foreign power to control his country? That was the
whole point for throwing out the French.

These were the same arguments Matt had debated with himself to make certain
hisbeliefswererock-solid. Back then, it had been crucial that he have righteousness
on hissidewhen hefaced hiswounded and bewildered family, especially hisyounger
sister, who had lost her husband, the father of her baby, in the war. And he needed
convictionsstrong enough to shield himself - thelonghaired, Commieloving, draft-
dodging coward - from the hateful eyes of his blindly patrictic Italian-American
neighbors.

It was at times like this, recalling the turbulent era and how he had hurt his
mother, that Matt hoped there was a heaven and that his mother, Angela, was up
there knowing her son’s strange behavior was honorable and justified.

Intheliving room, Thomassat in awooden folding chair by hisfavorite window.
Matt walked toward him, avoiding eye contact with Lucy and Nails, who were snug
in aleather recliner, laughing as they flipped through the pages of a worn family
album. Nails grew louder when he saw Matt.
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“Who'sthat?’ Nailsroared, pointing at an old photo.

Lucy snickered, “That’s my Aunt Marie.”

“She's ready for daughter.”

Matt felt histhrobbing headache return. He knew the prick wastrying to provoke
him.

Thomas reacted to his son’s gentle hand on his shoulder and turned from the
window. Matt choked with emotion. Theirreversiblefrailty was unmistakable. His
father’'s brown eyes had taken on aconfused view of theworld. His neatly combed,
fine gray hair and clean-shaven face, more reminders of Rita's dedication.

“Hey Pop, dinner’s ready.”

Thomas sputtered like a hand-cranked car. “Your sister. . . she'sagood cook.”

“She learned from the best.”

“1 hear. . . you cook pretty good.”

Matt smiled. “ Yeah, I'll make a good wife someday.”

“Your mother. . . she was the best.”

Matt's chest tightened. He took his father’s arm and coaxed him to rise from
the chair. “Come on. Let's go eat.”

While guiding his father to the doorway, Matt heard Nails laugh and saw him
sneer at another family photo - a snapshot of Matt with long hair, in awhite T-shirt
with ablue dove onit.

Nails looked up, smiled with mock tranquility, and flashed a V-sign at Matt.
“Peace, brother.”

Matt glared at Nailsuntil Lucy slammed the album shut. Helooked at his niece
and saw past the caked-on mascara to the familiar brown eyes. There was a little
bit of Rita, even some of his mother, but what he saw most was his beautiful young
niece. His anger withdrew.

Atthedinner table, Matt finally got Ritato sit down, telling her no onewould eat
until she stopped fussing over them and joined them at thetable. Thisdidn’tinclude
Nails who had aready sampled everything within reach. Lucy tried her best to
control him, and sat him asfar from Matt as possible. Fortunately, there was plenty
of room for them to spread out. The heavy mahogany table was fully extended to
hold the great array of food Rita had prepared: the traditional roast turkey with all
thetrimmings, baked ham, and asupply of pastas, meats, cheeses, and breadsarranged
next to the giant bowl of tomato sauce mandatory at every Italian sit-down.

They were gathered in the spacious kitchen, which accommodated both cooking
and dining areas. Matt had hired a contractor afew years ago to knock down awall
and extend the room another fifteen feet. He would’ ve bought hisfamily ahousein
the suburbs if they liked, but his father wanted to live where he had raised his
children and slept with his wife. At his age, the past was more precious than the
present. Thomas wouldn’t appreciate the beauty of unfamiliar trees. So instead of
buying them a new home, Matt made sure they had every convenience he could
provide.
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Matt saw Rita smile when Lucy complimented her on the table setting and
thanked her for the dinner. It reminded him what Thanksgiving Day was all about
and spurred him to do something he hadn’t donein alongtime. “I'd like to say the
prayer, if that'sall right?’

Rita lifted her eyes, surprised by his soft-spoken request. “Sure, Matt.” She
hadn’t heard him pray since their mother’s funeral, fifteen years ago.

For Matt, asincere offering of gratitude for today’sfamily gathering was away
to make amends for yesterday’s forced prayer. “I'll keep it simple.”

Folding hishands, Matt dipped his head. Rita did the same, and Thomas stared
at the uncut turkey on his plate. Lucy placed her hands together, while Nails ate
vigoroudly.

“Thank you, God, for all the bounty you have provided uswith.” Matt stopped,
took a breath, and spoke in a more heartfelt manner. “I really don’t know who or
what I’'mtalking to. You haven’t shown yourself to anyone since Biblical times, and
| only have the rumors of ancient witnesses to attest to that.”

Rita looked up and joined Lucy in staring at Matt. Even Nails could tell the
prayer was unorthodox and stopped chewing to listen.

“Yet | know there is something out there greater than | can ever comprehend.
And on this specia day. . . gathered with my family. . . | want to express my
gratitude to that great something, whether it's responsible or indifferent to the
happiness | feel being with my loved ones at thistable of plenty. Thank you.”

Matt had walked a tightrope of words without a net, relying on the balance of
his beliefsto guide him in an honest declaration of thanksgiving. He looked up and
saw Rita’'s warm smile. He knew he had safely made the crossing.

“Amen,” said Rita.

Right on cue, Nails followed with aloud belch. His quick apology appeared
genuine. “ That was not done on purpose.”

Matt’'s unexpected solemnity had a refreshing effect on everyone. Even Nails
seemed less aggressive, eating smaller amounts of food.

After fixing Thomas' plate for him, Ritaturned her attention to Lucy. “How’s
your group doing?’

“Some good stuff’s happened. Nails lined up amonth of weekend gigs starting
tomorrow night.”

“That's great. Where will you be playing?’

“Mostly the East Village.”

“lsn’'t that a dangerous area?’

Lucy rolled her eyes.

Nails crowed, “Don’'t sweat, Rita. When Lucy’s with me, she’s covered.”

“You said you were gonna change the group’s name. Did you?’

“Ma. . . enough with the questions.”

Ritalooked away. She pushed her food around the plate, working her fork like
an earthmover. Matt had the urge to scold his niece.
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Nailsnudged Lucy. “Go on, tell her.”

Lucy shot him adark look.

Rita asked Lucy, “Tell me what?’

Nails jumped in again, “ The name of the band.”

Ritawaited to hear from her daughter.

“It's| Nailed Lucy.”

Nailsroared with laughter. “It's so bitching.”

Thomasgot up from hischair. He made hisway around thetable until he reached
Nailsand stared at his scripted tattoo. Nails' laugh dwindled to asnicker ashe eyed
the old man, who was in hisface.

“Somebody put a curse on you.” Thomas said.

Nailslet out a howl of laughter that jolted Thomas backward. The belly laugh
soon turned to harsh coughing. Nails rose and stomped around the room as hetried
to catch his breath. Nails was still snorting when he approached Thomas and gave
him afriendly but solid slap on the back. “You're al right, old man.”

Thomasbuckled with the blow. Matt and Ritashot up from their chairsto support
their father. Matt eased Thomas onto the seat that Nails would no longer be using.

“1 didn’t meanto hurt him,” Nailsexplained.

Matt growled, “ Outside, asshole!”

The open threat sidetracked Nails attempt to apologize. “You wannamix?1’m
ready.”

Nails led the way with Matt at his heels. Nails dipped his hand into his vest
pocket and slipped on apair of fingerlessleather gloveswith large metal studsat the
knuckles. When he exited the apartment, Nails turned quickly. His fists cocked.
“What's on your mind, Unc?’

Matt caught the gleam of the metal studs and rushed forward so Nailswouldn’t
have to wait long for his answer. “ Your balls!”

A powerful kick toNails' crotch lifted him onto thetoes of hismotorcycle boots
before he whiplashed forward, groaning. Matt followed with asolid uppercut to the
jaw and avicious kick to the ribs. Nails sailed backward, tumbling down the short
flight of stairsto the mid-floor landing. Swooping onto Nails' crumpled torso, Matt
beat him with punches to the head and kicks to the body.

Lucy ran from the apartment to the railing and screamed down at Matt. “ Get
off him!”

But Matt didn’t hear her or notice the neighbors pouring into the hallways and
onto the steps above. He focused on making sure Nails had nothing left to strike
back with. Asafinishingtouch, Matt lifted Nails' battered body just enough to push
him off the landing and roll him down the long flight of white marble steps. Nails
smacked into the wall below and lay at the foot of the stairsin a stunned heap.

Lucy shoved her way past Matt. “You're afucking animal! | hate you!”

Ritaran from the apartment, leaned over the banister, and pleaded, “ Lucy, don’t

go!”
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Lucy tried to help Nails get up, but he pushed her away. He got to his fest,
flinched in pain, and grabbed hisribcage. “ Thisain’'t over, Matthew. You're adead
man!”

Hereeled and leaned against thewall for support. Lucy grabbed hisarm. “Nails!”

“Let go of me!” He turned toward the door and staggered down the hallway.

She started to follow him. “Nails, wait!”

Heyelled without turning. “| don’t want you coming near me tonight!”

Lucy backed into thewall and dlid down until she sat on the cold tile floor. She
pressed her legs to her chest and lowered her head to her knees.

Rita made her way down the stairs.

“I’'m sorry, Rita.” Matt said.

“Go up and stay with Pop.”

Matt watched Rita kneel down next to Lucy, put her arm around her, and talk
quietly to her. He couldn’t hear what she said, but could tell Lucy waslistening. Rita
knew how to comfort, she was a natural caretaker. Beneath her composed exterior,
Matt saw Ritaworking hard to salvage her daughter’s Thanksgiving Day visit.
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CHAPTER4

t was early evening and the murky blue sky would soon be black when Matt

dismounted his bike and stood behind aribbon of yellow crime-scene tape.
He massaged his bruised right hand and stared at the charred debris of the burned-
out tanker. Floodlights illuminated the area for the fire inspector, who was getting
holiday pay, to poke about the ruins. Thetanker’stires and wheelshad disintegrated,
sinking the truck an axle-width from the ground. With only parts of the blackened
steel ribsof the oval shell left, it loomed like the devoured remains of aCajunwhale
platter.

A policeman, one of two taking turns napping in their squad car, told Matt the
cause of the fire was still under investigation, but he had heard, unofficially, it was
most likely a case of arson. Matt was too exhausted to feel much hatred for the
person who'd ailmost killed him. Last night’s ordeal had taken itstoll, and the little
energy that remained had been spent on Nails. Matt just wanted to go home, crawl
into bed, and sleep.

He mounted the ten-speed and pedal ed toward his studio, enjoying the privacy
of the night. Harrison Street was dimly lit so he decided to take it. Considering his
mood, it seemed amore appropriate route, even though it was the long way around
hisblock. The only working light onthe narrow street flickered on and off like alast
gasp SOSto Con Edison.

Matt thought of hisempty bed waiting for him and posed ahypothetical question:
if Laura Bowden were at his door waiting for him, would he have the strength to
make love to her? He laughed. The answer was a no-brainer; even the fantasy of it
had already awoken his pride.

Behind him, a car with itslights off curved slowly onto the darkened street. It
continued to creep forward, gaining quietly on Matt, who sensed something and
turned as the high-beams flared and blinded him. The tires screeched, spreading
rubber, and the car accelerated toward him. Matt drove the pedals forward and
twisted the handlebarsto theleft, but he ran over abroken bottle and the front wheel
dlid on the glass. He went down directly in the path of the onrushing car.

Certain that Nails was behind the wheel, Matt screamed, “Fuck you, asshole!”

The car suddenly swerved and came to a stop alongside Matt, who looked up
and saw it was a late model Cadillac. Not the type of ride Nails could afford. The
driver-side window powered down, and a glowing cigarette revealed a vaguely
familiar smirk.
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The mystery man, hidden in shadow, exhaled a stream of smoke. “There're a
lot of sick bastardsin thiscity just looking for avictim.” It was Frankie Mazzarino,
Matt’s one-time, best friend.

More surprised than angry, Matt said, “Frankie. . . you son of abitch.”

Frankie leaned into the flickering light, leering like agargoyle at a Paris disco.
“You're lucky we go way back. No one calls me names to my face.”

Matt lifted himself from the ground and brushed dirt from his pants. “Yeah, |
hear you’ re a made guy, now.”

Frankieturned of f the engine, got out, and grinned at hisold friend. Frankie was
a menacing figure. His smile did little to warm his cold, dark eyes or cover the
ferocity etched in his thick face. His neck and shoulders were huge, either from
lifting weights or from regularly throwing guysthrough windows, and the expensive,
dark blue silk suit was appropriate attire for attending the funerals of rubbed-out
mobsters. He was the same age as Matt, but looked older, and his post-summer tan
would add more linesto his already tough hide.

Frankie tossed his cigarette before he reached out and wrapped hisarmsaround
Matt. “How you doing, Matty. Long time no see.”

Matt waited for the powerful hug to subside so he could take abreath and reply.
“1’m doing good, Frankie.”

Frankie let go and stepped back for another look. It was obvious Matt didn’t
appreciate the prank. Frankie shrugged. “ Sorry about the tumble. Just trying to
show you how vulnerable you were.”

Matt wasn't ready to warm up yet. “Unusua teaching technique.” He bent
down and picked up hisbike.

There' d be no further apologies. “A guy shits his pants, he's gonna learn the
lesson.”

Frankie spit the words out as if they were his own creation. But Matt
remembered the day they first heard Tony Cova, a Mafia underboss, come up with
it. Frankie had idolized Tony. Now, he was still honoring hisfallen hero by quoting
him. A wild thought crossed Matt’s mind. Was Frankie the hit-man who had whacked
Tony and taken possession of hiswords like spoils of war?

“How long you been following me?”’

Frankie removed a pair of calfskin gloves from his inside jacket pocket and
dlipped them on. “Since you left your father’s. | heard about the incident in the
hallway. Let me know if you need help with this guy.”

“Nailsisapunk. I can handle him.”

“You sure? | heard he threatened to kill you.”

Matt smiled, amused that modern technology with portable phones, beepers,
and call-waiting had made the neighborhood grapevine work even faster.

Frankie continued with hisoffer. “You' re not the sametough kid you used to be.
You've gotten soft. Me. . . I'min training every minute of my life.”

“I’m not so soft, Frankie.”
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Frankie turned left and right, eyeing the darkened street. He flashed Matt a
warmgrin. “You know, when we werekids, you werethe only guy | wasever afraid
to fuck with. You had that look. That ook that you’ d do anything towin.” Frankie's
smile flattened. “If you hadn’t gone off to college thinking you were smarter than
therest of us, who knows? Us two together. . . We could’ ve had our own family by
now.”

“Gee, Frankie, | didn’t know you had such fond memories of me.”

“Still the wise-ass.”

“I haven't seen you inyears. It'salittle hard to digest this nostalgic affection.”

“1 guess |I'm getting old. | think more and more about the good old days. Me,
you, Lou, and Eddie. . . We did some crazy fucking things.”

Matt cracked a smile. “You ever see Lou?’

“Matter of fact, we had along talk some six months ago.”

“Oh, yeah? What about?’

“The demise of Mikey Tan.”

Matt narrowed his eyes.

“Hebrought meinfor questioning.”

Matt stopped himself from asking, but Frankie read his mind. “ The answer is
no. | had asolid gold alibi.”

Frankie grabbed the bike from Matt and looked it over. “Where' d you get this?’

“Bought it from my assistant.”

“1 can get you anything swag. What'd you pay?’

“Too much. He's moving to Idaho. | wanted to help him out. He'sagood kid.”

“ldaho. . .? Who's he gonna see, Mr. Potato Head?’

“He's got a sister out there.”

Frankie mounted the bike and reacted to the narrow seat, rising from it quickly.
“Whoa! That'sahell of anintrusive saddle.”

Matt laughed.

Frankie eased back down onto the seat and started to pedal away, wobbly at
first, then got the hang of it and circled back toward Matt.

“How far you live?’

“You make aleft, another |eft, half-way down the block, you' re there.”

Frankiefished his car keysfrom hisside pocket and tossed themto Matt. “ Keep
an eye on my back.”

Matt watched Frankie steer hisway up the street. He grinned at the sight of the
burly mobster, in afifteen-hundred-dollar Armani, planted atop the thin frame of an
old ten-speed.

Frankieled the way, occasionally looking back at Matt for pointed directions. It
didn’'t take them long to get to the studio’s fenced parking lot, where they settled in
front of the red-brick, four-car garage, now used as a workshop and storage space.
Frankie straddled the bike, leaned hisweight agai nst the handlebars, and reminisced
with Matt, who sat behind the wheel of the Cadillac.
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It amazed Matt how quickly and easily they connected to one another. Their
twenty-seven years of separation didn’t matter any more. They were kids again,
staying up late, swapping storiesinto the night.

They covered much ground, beginning with polite questions about each other’s
families. Frankie nodded sympathetically when Matt spoke of his father’s failing
health, and Matt smiled when he heard about Frankie's wife and three kids. They
had reached the subject of girlsthey each dated and were comparing notes on how
far they had gotten with them, when Frankie mentioned one of histeenage fantasies
had recently come true. He told Matt he had run into Maria Santos, one of Matt’s
old girlfriends, and had aone-night affair with her.

“So who'd she marry?’ Matt asked.

“She married this loser. Some Greek guy from Brooklyn. The only Greek |
know who can’t open a successful restaurant.”

“She was a knockout.”

“1 wanted her bad back then. But us being best friends, | never madeamove on
her.”

“1 hope it was worth the wait?’

Frankie snorted, “It didn’t come cheap, that’s for sure.”

Matt was eager for the details. “What?”’

“After the one-night stand, | found out who she was married to. Her Greek
husband was into me for two large, and he’d been missing payments.” Frankie
shook hishead. | felt too guilty to go after himfor theloan. Solikeit cost metwo Gs
for afucking quickie. And on top of that, she threw me abum lay.”

The sorry look on Frankie's face got Matt to chuckle. He opened the car door.
“Could ve been a setup.”

“What do you mean?”’

“Maybeit wasworth the two grand and no broken bonesto have hiswife screw
you?’

Frankie looked sorrier than before. “ That rat bastard pimp. | got fucked coming
and going.”

Matt laughed again, but hisfun wasinterrupted by aloud noise. Something had
crashed into the parking lot’'s chain-link fence. A big beefy guy, who had fallen
against the fence, picked himself up and scrambled away. When the man passed
under a street lamp, Matt got agood look at him. “Nails!”

“That's the punk?”’

Matt and Frankie ran toward the fence. They got to the street just as Nails
turned north at Washington and disappeared. Matt thought about giving chase until
he noticed the front door to his studio was open.

“Motherfucker!”

Matt rushed to the open door. The reception area, dimly lit by the outside street
lamp, was in shambles. Matt stared at the destruction in disbelief. Frankie stood
behind him.
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Sidestepping a broken table and shattered lamp, Matt reached the door to the
front office. When he opened it, hefelt the debris. On hisway to thelight switch, he
stumbled. Eveninthedark, Matt knew by the hollow sound that he had bumped into
afallenfilecabinet. Heflipped the switch, and the lone unbroken fluorescent buzzed
and brightened. The desks and chairs were upturned, phones had been ripped from
the wall, office supplies were scattered everywhere, and two computers had been
smashed against the floor. Matt felt his stomach cramp.

Frankie placed hishand on Matt’s shoul der, but Matt couldn’t be comforted. He
envisioned aworse sight and pushed his way through the rubble to the studio.

The high ceiling lights had been spared. When Matt switched them on, the
devastationin the studio wasfully illuminated. The vandalism was ruthless. Nothing
wastaken, everything was broken. His photo lightswere smashed, stands, umbrellas,
and light boxes were bent, torn, and busted, mangled cameras and |enses scattered
everywhere, and paint splattered over everything, on thefloor, and onthewalls. The
same thick walls, built for cold storage, which had kept the sounds of rampant
destruction from reaching Matt and Frankie in the parking lot.

If only he had gotten there sooner, Matt thought. If only Frankie hadn’t shown
up, Matt would’ ve caught Nailsin the act. Then another possibility dawned on him.
Maybe Nailswould' ve been hiding inthedark, waiting tokill him ashe had threatened.

Matt wandered through the debris, glass crunching under every footstep. What
was he looking for? He was sure there was nothing left to salvage. Was he looking
for aspecial wrecked object that would bring him more pain and explode his hatred
and need for revenge? Then Matt saw it. The only untouched item in the studio. A
large framed beauty shot of Lucy, taken by Matt, when she was sweet sixteen, still
sugar and spice.

Frankie stood next to Matt. They stared at Lucy’simage. Matt’s body began to
shake with rage. Frankie turned him by the shoulders. “What are you gonna do?”’

“1’m gonnahurt him bad.”

“Let me help you.”

“No!”

“1 can handle this real easy.”

Matt pushed Frankie away. “No! | gotta do it myself.”

Matt turned his back to Frankie, picked up a cracked Hasselblad lens, and
rotated the focusing ring. It barely moved because of the crushed glass inside the
barrel, but he toyed with it. He twisted it back and forth, listened to the awful
grinding, worked the ruined, three-thousand-dollar, wide-anglelike astring of worry
beads. He thought about hisinsurance coverage, and how long it would take to get
his studio back in shape, but what he thought about most was how he would punish
Nalils.

From the corner of hiseye, Matt noticed something. A dark liquid seeped from
under a closed door. It was blood. Matt dropped the heavy lens and rushed to the
dressing room. He steadied himself before he looked inside.
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Matt gasped, “Oh, God! Robert! No!”

He moved slowly, reverently, toward his young assistant. “Why did he hurt
you?’

Kneeling beside his best friend, Matt brushed a strand of hair from Robert’'s
eye. Matt shivered and groaned. “He didn’t have to do this.”

Raobert bled from ajagged wound on the left side of his chest. Naked from the
waist up, he sat on the floor with hisback propped against thewall. Spring fashions,
hanging on awall rack, had been parted to make room for him. His outstretched
armsweretacked to the drywall by anail driven through each palm. On hisforehead,
the words Fuck You were written in dried blood. His skin was white and his chest
didn’t move.

Matt ran his fingers along Robert’s arm to soothe it, then held the impaled | eft
hand and tugged gently to free it. He leaned his cheek against Robert’s body and
cried out, “Hedidn’'t havetokill you!”

Frankie placed his hand on Matt’s shoulder. “Matt. . . call 911.”

Matt shot up, brushing Frankie aside, and moved quickly to the door.

Frankie caught up to Matt in the studio. “Don’'t be stupid. You gottacall the cops
onthis!”

Matt didn’t look back. “I know what | have to do.”

When Matt reached the spiral staircase, Frankie grabbed his arm, but Matt
knocked his hand away and took a step up.

Frankie bear-hugged him from behind. He lifted Matt and carried him back
down to the studio floor. “You can't do it thisway!”

“Let go, you bastard!”

Frankie's grasp was vise-tight. Matt circled his right foot behind Frankie and
threw hisweight back, tripping the two of them onto the floor. Matt landed hard on
top of Frankie, who took the blow, held fast, and rolled over onto Matt, pinning him
under his massive body.

He spoke close to Matt’s ear. “He wants you to go nuts. He's waiting for you.”

“I want him dead! Now!”

“Think! Evenif youkill him, youdo alottatimeinthejoint.”

“l don't care. Let me up!”

“There'sno way |’ m getting off till you start listening to me.”

Matt continued to struggle. He had only one purposein life now and that wasto
destroy Nails. But the previous twenty-four hours had been brutal and Matt was a
weakened combatant. With Frankie planted on top of him, it was hard for Matt to
catch his breath. Strength and determination drained out of him.

Fifteen minutes later, they sat at the kitchen table, drinking coffee. Frankie set
his cup down. “If you whack him, there's no big mystery who did it.”

Matt shook his head. “I can't let that kid's death go unanswered.”

“You gottathink about your family. What thiswould do to them.”
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That was Frankie's trump card. Matt had no way to beat it. “Maybe | don’'t
haveto kill him. Just fuck him up real good.”

Frankie frowned. “You did that already. And that |ed to this. I'll do the hurting
for you.”

“l can't ask you to do that.”

“Youain'tasking.”

Matt looked Frankie in the eye. “How would you do it?’

“1 don't know yet. But I' [l need some help.”

“What can | do?’

Frankieglared. “You?' He shook hishead. “ You can’t beinvolved. You heed an
air-tight alibi when thisgoesdown.”

“What kind of help you talking about?’

“| gotta go to some outside people.”

“I don’t understand.”

“It creates a buffer, so there's no link between me, you, and this punk. Know
what I'm saying?’

Matt rose from his chair. “Thisis getting complicated.”

Frankie stood up, stepped in front of him. “ Trigonometry’s complicated.” He
pointed through the wall to where Robert sat in hisblood. “Revengeissimple.”

Matt’sface hardened. There' d be no more objectionsto Frankie taking control.

Frankie gripped Matt’s arm to get his attention. “You gotta call the police as
soon as|’m out the door. | can’t be here when they come.” He pointed to the coffee
cups on the table. “Clean thisup.” He lifted Matt’s bruised right hand. “Keep this
hidden. And aboveall, do not mention Nails. Neither from this afternoon or tonight.
You understand? Not one word about him.”

Matt sought Frankie's eyes. “Why are you helping me?’

“Because an old friend needs my help.”

Matt moved to embrace him. Frankie rai sed his hand and stopped him. “You got
blood inyour hair. Don’'t wash it out. You held the body in grief. That's okay. Makes
sense. Everything has to make sense. No fuckups, Matt.” He made strong eye
contact. “Never call or visit me. | get in touch with you. You got that?’

Frankie waited for Matt to nod before he walked out of the kitchen.

When the metal door slammed shut, Matt padded to the nearby wall phone. He
was on automatic pilot. He didn’'t have to think. Only follow orders. Someone else
was doing the heavy lifting for achange. He' d be back soon to pull hisownweight,
but for now, he just needed to rest alittle.
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CHAPTERS

O utside Sasso Studio, atangle of official cars with flashing lights blocked
off most of the street. Three uniformed cops huddlied by the front door
and puffed little clouds into the damp night air. Scattered groups of onlookers had
gathered to gawk at anything that moved. Their attention turned to an unmarked
brown Chevy sedan that rolled toward the coroner’s van and parked behind it,
leaving space for the gurney.

Lou Randazzo, homicide detective, first-grade, stepped from the car. Hisface,
tight and humorless, reflected the way he viewed the world and lived hislife. Lou
looked older than his forty-five years. The charcoal gray suit he wore had shine at
the elbows and knees. Purely functional, it hung loosely over hisslouched frame. He
was stocky and walked with aslight limp, which disappeared when he approached
the patrolmen. After trading grunts and nods with the cops, Lou opened the front
door and stepped inside.

In a corner of the studio, Matt sat on a wooden box, distant from the police
activity. Though unableto see Robert’sbody from where he sat, Matt stared vacantly
into the open dressing room, waiting for the body to be moved so he could rise and
say good-byeto hisyoung friend. Elevating hisvigilance to asolemn responsibility
kept him from dwelling on what Frankie might do. He didn’t want to be distracted
when hisold friend, L ou Randazzo, questioned him. He had to focuson hisgrief and
nothing else. If he started worrying about Frankie's plans, Lou would pick up on it
and wonder where the fear was coming from.

Louwrotein apocketsize notebook whilethe assistant medical examiner talked.
The detective nodded and occasionally glanced at Matt, and at times seemed more
interested in Matt than what the pathologist was telling him. Lou stopped writing
when he saw Matt stand for the laden body bag asit rolled past him. Lou snapped
his notebook shut and walked toward his boyhood friend.

Matt noticed the slight limp when Lou approached and remembered the war
wound. Of the four close friends, Eddie had enlisted and L ou had been drafted into
the army and both sent to Vietnam, while Matt and Frankie managed to evade the
conflict. Frankie's dodge was more acceptable to the neighborhood than Matt's.
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The future big-shot took advantage of Mafia connections to grease the palm of a
high-ranking officer at the local draft board.

After Lou returned from Southeast Asiawith hisinjured leg and Purple Heart,
he couldn’t accept Matt’s anti-war beliefs. They argued fiercely about the war, and
on afew occasions came closeto trading punches. Apparent that neither one would
changetheir opinion, they avoided all contact. Astheyears passed and time stitched
the tear between them, they again exchanged pleasantries whenever Matt ran into
himintheold neighborhood, where Lou still lived with hiswidowed mother. Thewar
and their differences regarding it, however, would always be a topic for them to
avoid.

Lou extended his hand. Matt did the same. Three words echoed in his head. No
fuckups, Matt. To hide the bruise on his knuckles, he angled his palm up, making
their handshake a bit awkward. Lou seemed to accept it as such.

“Sorry what happened here.”

“He was a good kid.”

L ou nodded sympathetically. “How’syour family?”’

“My father’s got health problems.”

“Old age. Nothing you can do.”

“But Rita's great. She always asks about you.”

A dlight blush colored Lou’s cheeks. “She's a very specid lady. Say hello for
me.”

“How’s your mother?”’

“She's fine.” The clipped response meant it was time for police business to
begin. Lou read from his notes. “So. . . Robert Brody was your assistant for two
years. Hisleasejust ran out. And he was gonnastay here afew nights before going
to Idaho, where hissister lives.”

“That'sright.”

“Any ideawho might’ ve done this?’

“No.”

“1 know it'shardto tell at thistime, but doesit ook like anything’s been stolen?’

“1 couldn’t say.”

“Thisdoesn’t look like arobbery.”

Matt stole a breath. He hoped Lou hadn’t noticed. He must have. Why else did
he pause?

“Thisis personal. The body was configured to make a statement.”

Matt nodded, like he understood L ou’swords.

“You know if Robert Brody had any enemies?”’

“1 don’t know of any.”

“How about you?”

The direct question stalled him. “Me? No.”

Lou hinted at asmile. “ Everybody has enemies. Tell me about yours.”
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Matt didn’t like the shift from curious cop to interested friend. “Lou. | don’'t
know anybody who would do something likethis.”

Lou gripped Matt’s hand and turned it to inspect the bruised knuckles. “How’d
this happen?’

Matt felt his veins tingle and suspected his face had betrayed him. Lou was
waiting for an answer. Matt dove into the dark sea of lies and speared a good one
without too much timelost. “1 punched the wall when | found the body.”

“Why wereyou hiding it from me?’

“1 don’'t know. . . You'reacop. Old habits. You think | killed him?’

“No, | don’t think that.” He reached out and touched Matt’s hair. He checked
the crimson smear on his fingers. “You're too smart. You would’ve washed the
blood out.”

Thesight of Robert’sblood tortured Matt. “| loved that kid. He had such agood
heart. | wasgonnamisshim, but | wasglad hewasleaving. Hedidn't belong in this
cold prick of acity. Goddammit, he didn’t go soon enough!”

Matt'simpassioned spew drew looksfrom the policemen and forensic technicians.
Lou read Matt's grief and appeared to accept it. The detective closed his notebook.

The next morning, Matt sat at the kitchen table, sipping hisfourth cup of coffee,
thinking about Frankie. Did Frankie plan to kill Nails or just brutalize him? Matt
could accept one method, but not the other. He didn’t want to go against Frankie's
precise orders not to contact him, but decided if he didn’t hear from Frankie within
twenty-four hours - by noon tomorrow - he'd wait near Frankie's club on Mott
Street for a chance encounter.

Now that he'd come to a decision, Matt felt guilty about having ignored the
patrolman who stood watch over the crime scenein his studio. Lou had done Matt
ahuge favor by not sealing off the entire building, allowing him use of hisupstairs
guarters and downstairs kitchen, along with anarrow strip at the back of the studio
that connected the two. Because of this arrangement, Matt could only use the
damaged rear door.

Matt had spent the sleepl ess night agonizing over the murder and fretting about
his pact with Frankie. When he came downstairs that morning for his caffeine fix,
Matt avoided the cop on duty for he had too much to think about and didn’t want to
encourage conversation. But now, with a set game plan and his mind more at ease,
Matt was free to be courteous to the officer and walked toward the studio to offer
him a cup of coffee.

Just as Matt passed the wall-phone, it rang. His heart stopped. “Hello.”

The muffled voice said, “ You should go out with some friends tonight.”

“Whoisthis?’

“Sorry, | must have the wrong number.” A click followed.

“Wait!”

Matt’s thoughts spun out of control, tumbling and crashing. Was that Frankie
disguising hisvoice, or wasit someone else? Either way it was a definite message,
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and it meant whatever Frankie had planned for Nails was happening tonight, and
Matt better have aprovablealibi. Matt wasn't sureif he’ d smacked into paranoiaor
clarity, but he now had little doubt Frankie's plan wasto kill Nails. He had to go to
Frankie'sclubimmediately.

Matt had been instructed by Lou not to move either of his two vehicles or
Raobert’s jeep from the parking lot until the site investigation had been completed.
He considered riding the ten-speed, but didn’t have achainto secureit so hewalked.
Keeping a brisk and steady pace, he made it to Mulberry and Hester in fifteen
minutes, where he spotted Lenny Change across the street. Matt turned right to
avoidhim.

Matt wore dark sunglasses, a wide-brimmed rain hat, tipped forward, and a
safari jacket with the collar turned up. Lenny gave him a long hard look, but to
Matt's relief, no greeting bellowed out. He continued one street east and crossed
Hester at Mott, ablock and a half from Frankie's hangout.

Matt saw many familiar faces on Mott Street and could’ ve easily swapped
hellos adozen times, but luckily, he remained unnoticed. In hisfavor wasthe frosty
weather, which kept the doors closed to the three socia clubs he had to pass before
reaching Frankie's. If it had been awarmer day, chairs would’ ve been set outside
and filled with up close spectators.

The social clubs that dotted Little Italy were the favored places for the
neighborhood men to meet and spend their idle hours away from wivesand children.
This tradition was brought over from the old country and modified to fit into the
American system. When obstacles arose, like afailed fire inspection or a surprise
gambling raid, the old ways won out and payoffs were dlipped to the appropriate
officias. The flimsy legality of these hangouts was based on a New York State
license commonly known as a social club charter. With this paper document
displayed on the wall behind the bar, the clubs were permitted to serve alcohol only
to their members and without charge for the drinks. Of course, these rules were
never kept. The establishments were all profit generating businesses, and most of
them owned by connected mobsters.

A typical joint was located in a street level storefront, consisting of a main
roomwherethefull bar ran along asidewall, and wooden tables and chairsfilled the
remaining tiled space. Thisiswhere the regulars gathered to talk or play cards for
token money, while others opted to sit by themselves, sipping espresso and reading
Italian and New York newspapers. If the club had a back room, the big-money card
games took place there, with the house cutting five percent from every pot. This
secretive room was also where the wiseguys conspired their nefarious deeds, from
numbers and sports betting to hits on rival mobsters.

At the corner, before crossing Grand Street, Matt planted hisright foot on afire
hydrant and retied his shoelace while he scoped out Mazzarino’'s Socia Club, which
stood catercorner and five buildingsfarther up Mott. He saw Frankie’'s Caddy parked
out front, and noticed two unfamiliar hoods standing in the club’s doorway, staring at
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him. They were about the same weight, easily over two hundred pounds, but one
was six inches taller than the other. Intimidated by their hard looks, he altered his
course and headed east toward Elizabeth Street. Out of sight of the two goons, Matt
planned his next move.

The Caddy was agood sign Frankie wasinside the club, but Matt couldn’t wait
until the coast was clear to make his move because Frankie could drive off at any
time. Matt steeled himself to push past any of Franki€e's croniesthat he might encounter
and deal with the subsequent anger of hisold friend.

Matt crossed Grand Street and made hisway back to Mott, where he turned the
corner and was doubly relieved to seethe Caddy was till there and the two big guys
weren't. He stepped quickly past the corner bakery toward Frankie's joint.

When hereached thefront door of Mazzarino’s Social Club, Matt peered through
the thick, green glass blocks that bordered one side of the doorframe and saw
figures moving about. Unsure whether to knock or try the handle, he stalled for a
moment until the door swung open. The smell of smoke and alcohal rushed out,
stinging hiseyesand nose. Directly in front of him, stood the two hoods, their heads
turned as they shouted good-byes to othersin the club.

Twisting away, Matt continued up Mott Street to give his plan renewed thought.
He heard the door shut and felt the hoodlums' eyes on his back. Matt fought the
impulse to quicken his step, and nearly broke into a run when he heard someone
shout, “Hey, bonehead!” Instead, he stopped and looked over his shoulder to face
whoever called out.

He saw the two thugs walk toward a police car that had double-parked in front
of Mazzarino's. A patrolman grinned out his window. How the hell did | miss a
blue and white drive past me? Matt took his time moving on, hoping to hear
something of interest.

The cop asked, “Is Frankie inside?’

The squat thug replied, “What are you a fucking cop?’

Matt heard them laugh.

The cop tried again. “His car’s here, so he must be in there.”

It wasthetaller thug'sturn at humor. “ That don’t mean nothing. If hisliver was
here, that would mean something.”

More laughter.

The fire-plug added, “No wonder you ain’t made detective.”

The cop chuckled even as he raised his voice. “ Jerkoff, is he here or not?’

The same hood insisted. “He ain't around today.”

“So where's he somewhere getting laid?’

Thetdler oneanswered with shamindignation, “ Hey! Frankie' sahappily married
guy. What are you besmirching his good name for?”’

“Besmirch this, asshole.”

Matt heard another round of laughter as he moved out of earshot.
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With the patrol car parked outside Mazzarino's, Matt had no choice but to kill
time before going back. He mostly believed the thug's assertion that Frankie was
elsewhere, but till felt a strong need to enter the club and make sure for himself.
This course of action was dangerous. If Frankie killed Nails and the word got out
that Matt, out of the blue, had inquired about Frankie earlier the same day, then a
connection could be made between the pair of them and the murder.

The more Matt thought about the consequences the less certain he was about
visiting Mazzarino’'s. How could he jeopardize his friend who was going out on a
limb to do him an extraordinary favor? True, it was a favor he didn’t want, but
nonetheless it was a situation he was stuck with.

Suddenly, hislack of deep overwhelmed him, and helost control of the burgeoning
options. Matt desperately needed another cup of strong coffee, but didn’t want to
linger in one of thelocal cafes. He decided to go to hisfamily’s apartment to refresh
himself and analyze his predicament more clearly.

Matt and his sister sat at the kitchen table, while Thomas napped on the living
room couch. The news of Robert’s death had greatly upset Rita, and her tears made
Matt realize how distant he' d gotten from the carnage in his studio. So preoccupied
with stopping hisinvolvement in another murder, Matt hardly felt last night’shorror.
He promised himself that after he contacted Frankie, he'd be able to grieve again
for hisyoung assistant.

With Matt’'s handkerchief, Rita wiped tears from her eyes. “I can’t believe it.
He was such a sweet boy.”

Matt nodded. The coffee hadn’t stimulated him the way he had hoped.

“His poor sister. It's gonna break her heart. Did someone call her?’

“Lou said he'd take care of it.”

“He'sanice, sensitive man. He'll do it right.” Her mind jumped to vengeance.
“They should never have gotten rid of the electric chair.”

Matt shifted in his seat and looked away from Rita. What punishment would |
suffer if Frankie killed Nails?

“Youall right?’

“Isit okay if | liedown for awhile? | haven't had much sleep, lately.”

“Of course, Matty.”

Her honey voice and tender concern reassured Matt that he had made the right
decision to come home for a brief rest.

Matt entered his old bedroom, closed the door behind him, and drew the heavy,
rose-colored drapesto darken the room. He kicked off his shoesand lay on the bed.
Histiff vertebrae sunk into the thick, matching rose quilt, and hisbody thanked him
athousand times. The comfort was so exquisite he feared he might doze off if he
kept his eyes closed, so he opened them. Though the wallpaper, furniture, and the
color of paint on the ceiling were different now, inthe dark, it appeared to Matt asif
nothing had changed. Caressed by the familiarity, he felt protected and was able to
drift peacefully, forgetting hisdilemma. In hischildhood room, traveling back intime,
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seeking refuge, Matt had reached halfway to the womb when he shut his eyes and
dozed off. The dense sleep enveloped him, and he would recollect no dreams for
they were buried fathoms deep in sub-conscious waters.

Rita had to shake Matt several times to wake him. “Matt. Wake up, Matt.”

Sweat beaded on his forehead as he slowly opened his eyes.

“I"'m sorry | had to wake you.”

Hedidn't ask why she did so, and why she looked so troubled. He didn’t want
to hurry the messenger. But there was no way to stop the message. No way to turn
back the clock. No way to alter the afternoon’s failed plans.

“Lucy called. Nailswaskilled. She's coming over. | don’t think you should be
here.”

Thefaint hopethat he had misread her distress died, and the shock spread athin
veneer of calm over the turbulence unleashed inside him. His thoughts were too
jumbled to focus on any one of them. He could only do what was expected of him.
“Yeah. . . right.” Matt got out of bed and put his shoes on.

Ritastared at him. “You didn’t have anything to do with this, did you?”

Matt was caught off guard. “Me? Why would | do that?’

She searched her brother’s face for the truth. He moved close to hold her, to
evade her eyes. “Ritayou' re thinking crazy thoughts.”

“Terrible things have happened. I'm afraid.”

He tightened his arms around her and spoke in a soothing voice. “It's over. No
moreterriblethings.”

Five minutes later, Matt found himself walking south on Lafayette Street. He
didn’'t noticethe cold night air. Inside his body was afurnace burning question after
guestion. How did he get into such amess? How would he avoid being implicated?
How could his decision to visit his family seem so right, yet turn out so wrong?
When ataxi stopped at the corner for ared light, Matt next considered whether to
take a cab or walk.

Hewhistled at thetaxi, keeping it asan option. While approaching it, heweighed
the pros and cons of having a cabby log his pickup and drop-off spots. Matt was
close enough to see his troubled image reflected in the cab’s window, when he
finally decided it was more important to support hisalibi of being with Rita, than to
hide the fact he was anywhere near Frankie's club. He opened the door and slumped
into the back seat.

The cabby asked, “Where to?’

It took Matt a moment to answer. He first had to shake the thought of
Formenterra from his head.

It was ashort ride to his studio, but long enough to re-examine the nightmarish
events. Matt wished he could go back in time and have the chanceto heed Frankie's
adviceto call the police, but tragically that opportunity waslost forever.

Hishistory of retribution playedin hishead like awarped a bum, skipping from
one aggressiveincident to another. Throughout hislife, Matt had consistently reverted
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to the primitive reactions he' d learned on the tough streets. Why, as akid, did he
follow the examples of wiseguys and Saturday matinee heroes, instead of Christ
and Gandhi or other compassi onate persons who would’ ve turned the other cheek?
Why did he take the low instead of the high road? Was it more attractive, more
manly, more satisfying? Or wasit because he would always be closer to the animal
than to the spiritual realm, no matter how much hetried tofool himself with counterfeit
enlightenment?

Reeling with shame at how stupidly he had gotten into such amess, Matt vowed
he would never again alow his base emotions to override his common sense. He
took a deep breath and counseled himself to stop the self-degradation. He had to
preserve hisstrength. The grisly eventswould certainly place him under suspicion,
and he needed to be strong to endure the inquiries.

His self-control lasted afew seconds until he tormented himself for not having
run into Mazzarino's, screaming at the top of his lungs, making it impossible for
Frankie to kill Nails. Matt would' ve gone on to another should-have-done, but the
cab stopped in front of his studio, and the driver wanted money.

The damaged rear door resisted hisfirst attempt to openit, so Matt lowered his
shoulder and slammed hisweight against the steel door. The studio was dark except
for the light coming from the kitchen, where a different cop stood in the doorway
looking at him. Matt turned toward the spiral staircase. A hand shot out from the
darkness and grabbed his arm. It was Lou, his face strained with anger.

“Lou? You scared the shit outta me.”

“That's what | should’ve done yesterday.”

“What are you talking about?’

Lou pointed with hiseyes. “Upstairs.”

Matt led the way.

They entered the bedroom, and L ou shut the door. “ There was amurder tonight.
You know anything about that?’

Matt hesitated, getting it straight what he should and shouldn’t know. “A guy in
Lucy’s band.”

Lou raised his brow. “How’d you find out so fast?’

“Lucy caled the house. | was sleeping over.”

“So you were there at the time of the murder?”’

“Yeah.”

“Rita can vouch for you?’

“What are you getting at?’

Lou stepped closer, spoke directly in Matt’s face. “Fuck you!”

Matt curled hisfists, said nothing.

Lou poked Matt twice on the forehead, accenting each word. “Fuck you!”

Therulesof what he should and shouldn’t know werejumbled. “1 had nothing to
dowith himbeingkilled.”
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“Coincidence? Give me a fucking break. | wouldn’t believe that crapolain a
millionyears.”

“Thisispersonal,isn’'tit?’

“You prick! I should kick your assfor trying that bullshit!”

Matt realized his mistake, but didn’t back down. “You gonna give me a police
workover or do | get to fight back?’

Lou jabbed Matt’shicep. “Thisain’t about the past. Don’t treat me like afool!”

Matt glared back. “| had nothing to do with it.”

“1 don't believe you. And I'm gonnafind out the truth. Bet on it!”

The detective turned and left the bedroom, leaving histhreat to fester in Matt’s
mind.

Later that night, looking out his window at the river, watching the glimmering
sheen of the moving water, Matt feared he might lose where helived, and of greater
consequence, who he was.
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CHAPTERG6

urday morning, when Matt made his way down to the kitchen, he saw a

arm of forensic technicians buzzing over the field of potential clues.

Clearly, Louwasgiving this case renewed interest. Matt noticed one of the techslift

a print from a smashed camera body and wondered if Nails might've left it. He

could only hope Nails had worn gloveslike Frankie had throughout the time hewas
at the studio.

Matt had spent another restless night, histhird in arow, mostly worrying about
what L ou suspected and what he would soon find out. He knew Lou to be tenacious
and thorough, and feared the detective might uncover Frankie's connection. This
would get Louto run an even tougher investigation because he hated Frankie' sguts.

After Lou returned from Vietnam, wounded and bitter, he never accepted the
way Matt had dodged the war, but L ou was the only guy in the neighborhood who
considered Frankie's method of evasion more despicable and cowardly.

Matt entered the kitchen and saw the same cop from yesterday morning. He
sat at the table, two take-out coffeesin front of him, and munched a glazed donut.
The cop swallowed most of the chewy dough in his mouth. “I hope you don’t mind
| took abreak in here?’

“No, take your time.”

After cleansing his palate with a sip of coffee, the cop said, “Help yourself to
the extra cup. My partner didn’t want it.”

Just what Matt needed. “ Thank you.”

Ashe doctored his coffee with milk and sugar, Matt could see that the cop was
anice fellow, but he didn’t want to be around any cop. No matter how nice they
were, their job was to arrest criminals, and Matt was a criminal. Last night, while
lying awakein bed, he concluded the charge against him would be manslaughter. To
what degree he didn’'t know. He remembered how Rita had described Nails - He's
an ex-con who did hard time for manslaughter - and the disgust in her voice
when she said it.

Thetake-out coffeetasted surprisingly good, but it did littleto comfort hisconcern
that if thisnicefellow in uniform knew the truth, he would aim his service revolver
at Matt’s chest and take away his freedom. Matt noticed the garbage was full and
saw a way to escape the kitchen.
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He gulped down his coffee and tossed the empty cup into thetrash. Matt carried
the bulging bag past the patrolman and mumbled without looking at him. “ Better toss
the garbage before it stinks.”

The cop nodded, not wanting to hurry another mouthful of sugar and starch.

Matt stepped outside into the late morning sun. The bright light felt warm and
luxurious on his skin. He made a mental note to enjoy the outdoors as much as
possiblein the coming days.

Shielding his eyes from the sun, Matt searched for the dumpster that changed
location every pickup day. A woman with her back toward him, stood by agroup of
green plastic bins, each stenciled Photo District Recycling. She was tall with an
abundance of sandy colored hair, tied back as if done in a hurry. She wore hiking
boots, blue jeans, aheavy wool shirt, and agreen down vest. A suitcase rested next
to her. Matt was certain he knew the state she had traveled from.

“Carol?’

She waited before turning. “ Yes.”

The first thing Matt noticed was Carol Brody’s striking resemblance to her
brother. She had the same blue eyes, high cheekbones, full lips, and robust peach
skin. And now that she faced him, her flowing blonde curls rimmed with sunlight,
framing her fresh beauty, Matt remembered how handsome Robert had been.

The next thing he noticed was the sadnessin her eyes, and he felt powerlessto
do anything about it. “I’'m Matt Sasso. Robert worked for me.” He regretted his
lameintroduction.

She nodded. “ Robert told me about you.”

“I"m very sorry for your l0ss.”

Her chest rose and fell. “For three years, | begged Robert to leave New York.
| finally convinced him. He was all set to come. . .” Carol looked at the recycling
bins. “But he had to finish his damn project first.”

“He poured hisheart and soul into this. He got most of the big studiosto recycle.
It's a huge success. It's a tribute to Robert’s spirit.”

“A tributeto his spirit? | want awarm flesh and blood brother | can hold in my
arms.”

“Everyoneloved him.”

“Not everyone!”

Matt watched her anger turn to exhaustion. She reached out with her right hand
and rested her weight against the bin marked Clear Glass.

Her strong, elegant fingerswerefinely callused, reminding Matt that Carol was
an artist. Robert had proudly spoken of hissister asacreative and successful painter.
In her rough diamond hand, solid and precise, Matt saw apolished instrument capable
of turning artistic inspiration into hard earned craft. Her hand alone had smitten him.
He set the black plastic bag on the ground. “ You look tired.”

“l was on aplaneall night.”

“Comeinside. I'll make you coffee.”
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Shedidn’t respond to his offer. Matt lifted her suitcase and led her by the arm.
“Comeon.”

They were afew feet from the studio door when Matt remembered the crime
scene inside. He decided to serve her coffeein the upstairs quarters. Then another
idea came to him. “Where are you staying?’

“1 don’t know yet.”

Matt pointed to the door at thetop of theiron grate staircase that ran up the side
of hisbuilding. “I'dlikeyou to stay in my guest room.”

“No, I'll find something.”

“1 don’t want you to go through this alone. With everything else you’' re dealing
with there's other stuff like paperwork and bureaucracies to take care of. | plan to
help you with all that. And if you were close by, it would make it easier for the both
of us.”

Hiswords had no visible effect on her until she saw tearsin his eyes.

“| feel partly responsible for Robert’s death. It happened in my studio. Please,
let me help you.”

“Thank you, Matt. I'll take your kind offer. But don’t feel it's your fault. You
were doing Robert afavor by letting him stay here.”

“1 enjoyed hiscompany. Hewas always so full of energy. He reminded me how
it felt to be young.”

“Robert liked you alot. He said you were a good teacher.”

Matt smiled, motioned toward the metal steps. “Let me get you settled upstairs.”

AsCarol led theway, Matt lowered his eyes, watching his step and fighting the
growing impulse to glance at her buttocks. Suddenly without plan, asif a gust of
wind had blown every thought from his head, his eyes shot upward and settled on
her well-shaped bottom. It had such apleasing form to it that Matt didn’t sense the
least bit remorse for watching it shift weight and contour from one side to the other.
Hemadeit clear in hismind, in case Robert’s soul wasfloating overhead, that it was
more of an aesthetic admiration than lust. He even ventured that Carol was someone
hecouldfall inlovewith.

Matt could’ ve laughed at himself, but in truthit didn’t surprise him how much a
shapely backside meant to him. It wasn’t everything, but when combined with Carol’s
lovely face and what appeared to be a sensitive and artistic nature, it amounted to a
total package he could probably settle down with. Hearing himself think these last
three words, however, did surprise him.

His current mid-life review had increased his desire for a serious relationship,
and Matt had considered all the women he' d romanced within thelast few yearsfor
the position of lifetime partner. For one reason or another, he hadn’t come up with a
viable candidate. And now, in less than ten minutes from the time he met her, Carol
wasaready at thetop of hislist. Guessing shewasin her midtolatethirties, heliked
that she was older than most of thewomen he dated. Closer in age, they would have
morein common and agreater potential for becoming soul mates.
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He accepted thisinfatuation. After al, love at first sight does happen in songs,
books, and movies, which are for the most part inspired by real life. Matt also
acknowledged how everything about this meeting was extraordinary. It was brought
on by great tragedy. Heimagined how falling in love would bring some comfort.

Carol stopped at the couch. Matt set the suitcase next her. “It opens into a
deeper. It's very comfortable.”

“Robert was working on some prints. Do you know which ones?’

Matt nodded. “He aways showed me his work.”

“I"dliketo seethem. The negativestoo. I’ dliketo do aseries of paintingsbased
onthem.” Carol nodded to hersdlf. “It’ Il beinspired work. Keep me closeto Robert.”
Her eyes brimmed with tears. “He's the last of my family.”

Matt put hisarms around Carol. Her hair was stale and humid from the hurried
trip. Heliked her smell. A tingling desire stirred within him. As he planned what to
say next that would keep the magic alive, the phone rang.

Few cars traveled on Duane Street near Greenwich on a Saturday afternoon,
so Matt wasn't too watchful of the traffic since there was little chance he wouldn't
notice Frankie drive by while he waited in the recessed entryway of an abandoned
machine shop. The secret spot where he and Frankie smoked their first joint of
marijuana.

The muffled voice on the phone had grunted, “ Go to our special place.” No one
elseknew about thislocation. When they wereteenagers, smoking pot among I talian-
Americans was a great taboo. They didn’t even mention it to Lou or Eddie. For
Frankie, it was his one and only experience with grass. The paranocia he suffered
kept him from ever trying it again. Matt, on the other hand, loved the effect and
smoked pot regularly for the next fifteen years. Hefinally quit cold-turkey when he
started running several miles every other day and his shortness of breath became
apparent.

Matt brooded how ironic it wasthat this spot, which had been afork in the road
where best friends chose different paths, would now be the place where he and
Frankiewould reconnect, fused tighter than ever as co-conspiratorsin apremeditated
murder.

Matt blamed himself for losing control and blamed Frankie for going through
with the revenge killing. He saw no way out of this mess. The black tunnel he was
inhad nolight at theend. He only envisioned aprolonged investigation and inevitable
convictiontofollow.

Matt didn’'t want to think of the ultimate consequences. He wanted to think
about Carol. He wanted to block out the odor of urine that rose from under his
shoes. The smell of alifetime of living among men. The smell of prison. Hewanted
to forget where he was and who he was waiting for. He wanted to fill his senses
with the scent of Carol’sgolden hair, to hidein her sunlit wheat field, to escape New
York, never to see or hear from Frankie again.

52 ALBERT DA SILVA



A silver-gray Taurus sedan turned the corner and made its way to where Matt
was divining his future. Heaven or hell?

Matt opened the car door and was struck by anoxious cloud of smoke. Frankie
glowered through the haze, a cinder growing red and hot as the scary creature
sucked air into his lungs. Matt got in and the car sped from the curb. He felt his
future beginning. He had entered the devil’s carriage for aride to the inferno.

Matt erupted, “For chrissake! | didn’t think you were gonnakill him!”

“You saying we miscommunicated? To me the words - | want him dead, now!
- have only one meaning.”

“l wasin arage. | wastalking crazy. Gees! | didn’t think you'd actually do it.”

“And what the fuck’s wrong with you coming to my joint like that? | thought |
was dealing with someone | could trust.”

Matt turned away and shook his head. “It'stoo obvious. Lou’'s al over me.”

“There's no way he can connect you.”

“It’s personal with Lou. He's not gonna quit till he gets me.”

“The only way he'll find out isif he puts us two together. Now, don’t fucking
panic on me.”

An uneasy truce settled between them. “Where're we going?’

“Over to Jersey.”

Hell for sure, Matt thought as they entered the carbon-stained mouth of the
Holland Tunnel.

They rode in silence through the gray haze and fumes of the moderate tunnel
traffic. Ten minutes|ater, they were driving on Highway 9 past the giant oil refineries
and petrochemical mazes that blanket the Central Jersey Coast. Matt had always
considered this section of the Garden State, with its wretched smells, to be the
armpit of civilization.

Heunderstood the rational e for thistoxic wasteland, how it ubricated the muscles
and jointsof commerce and industry throughout the New York area. And he couldn’t
avoid the sting of culpability knowing his profession and businessrelied heavily on
vile places like this. Photography was chemically based. The light-sensitive paper
and film that Matt used had layer upon layer of gooey substances. He certainly
wasn’t blameless when it came to polluting the planet.

Frankie pulled off the highway, and they were soon driving through the broken
streets of ablighted industrial area. The Taurus wound through an entanglement of
oil storagetanks, connected by miles of intestine-like pipelines. Up close, Matt was
moved by theimmensity of it all. He understood why many revered these enterprises
as maj estic accomplishments and accepted the resultant poisons as necessary evils.

Matt suddenly wondered why they were cruising thisarea. Was Frankielooking
for the lucky spot where they buried Jimmy Hoffa? Was Frankie going to whack
him? “What are we doing here?’

Frankie watched the road. “1 thought we'd drive by some chemica plants.
They're just up ahead.”
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Matt had to see Frankie's eyes. He raised his voice. “For what?’

Frankielooked at Matt. “ Remember Napalm? That little Viethamese girl running
naked with her skin burning?’

Matt didn’t like the evasive response, but it somehow reassured him execution
wasn’t on Frankie's immediate agenda.

They drove past the last of the flame-breathing towers and the main office
building came into view. Frankie pointed to the Dow Chemical sign that crowned
theinsipid gray bunker. “ You still hate them the way you did during the war?”’

“I don’t think about it much.”

Frankie grinned. “ Sure, all that good looking pussy you been getting. Bound to
shake up the old value system.”

“1 don’t need bullshit morality from you. Tell me what the fuck we're doing
here!”

Frankielifted hishand to calm Matt. “I’ Il get to the point. But it involvesalittle
re-education.” Ignoring Matt's heated look, Frankie attended to his driving and
proceeded with his mini-lecture. “We'll start with the alphabet. PCB. . . TCE. . .
HCB. . . All deadly chemicals manufactured around here. Then, we'll move on to
vinyl chlorideand Lindane. You heard of Lindane?It'sapesticide. Also acarcinogen.
Found all over Love Cana.” Frankie glanced at Matt and saw he was growing
angrier. “The reason I’m telling you thisis we' re gonnavisit adump where tons of
this toxic shit is buried. For ten years, these poisons have been leaching into the
drinking water under most of New Jersey.”

“What the hell does this have to do with our situation?’

“It'sall related. Bear with me, Matty. | gottado it thisway.”

Confused by Franki€e's strange behavior, Matt turned away and stared at the
cold, bleak landscape. He didn’t want to be here. He thought about Carol again. He
pictured them together, naked in his warm bed under a heavy quilt.

The Taurus crushed and scattered rocks asit rolled alongside acrumbling chain-
link fence. Next to aholein the aged barrier, arusted sign warned against entering
the encircled landfill. Frankie stopped the car. “Let’'s take a closer look.”

Matt didn’t know why he opened the door and followed Frankie to the fence.

Frankie pointed acrossthe wide expanse of the landfill. “ Besidesthat other crap
| mentioned, there's also TCPin there. They say when this crud gets hot, likein a
giant compost heap, it turnsinto TCDD, one of the most killer substances known to
man. Three ounces can wipe out New York City.” Frankie planted a foot on the
bottom edge of thetorn fence and pushed the top part up with hishands. He motioned
for Matt to pass through the opening. “ Go ahead.”

“I’m not going in there.”

Frankie released the fence, its mesh teeth snapping. “I don’t blame you. But
you can’'t get away fromiit. It'sgonnafind you. In the water you drink and the food
you eat.”

“What isthis? You want meto join the fucking Sierra Club?’
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“1 want you to get pissed off.”

“I'm aready there.”

“Not at me. I’'m the messenger. At the chemical companies. They're still the
enemy.”

Matt bit one moretime. “You saying they dumped it?’

“They keep their hands clean. They pay othersto do the dirty work.”

Matt turned toward the car. “I'm tired of this game.”

Frankie caught hisarm. Matt pulled away and pointed at Frankie'sface. “Don’t
fuck with me!”

Frankie raised his hands, palms out. “ Easy. We're real close to the bottom line
here.” He waited for Matt to settle down. “You know Jimmy Junk?”’

“Jimmy Cascone. The Garbage King.”

“Right. He controls the unions and the Mob’s carting rackets.”

“He dumped it?’

Frankie nodded. “He ran this site. And when it was full, he abandoned it. He
made a shitload of money for himself and the Mafia. The Mob'’s found something
more lucrative than dope.”

Matt clenched hisjaw. “Bottom line, Frankie!”

“You hate this guy?’

“Yeah, | hate him.”

“No, Matt. You really gotta hate him.”

Matt pushed Frankie into the fence.

Frankie bounced back, unfazed. “ This motherfucker works hand in hand with
giant corporations that produce more hazardous waste than they can safely get rid
of. And they love Jimmy because he's got hundreds of illegal dumps al over the
country. North, South, East, and West. Without him it wouldn’t be so easy to hide
these poisons. The chemical companieswould have to be more responsible. Without
him, future generations like my kidswould have asafer placeto live.”

“Bottomline!” Matt yelled.

Frankieturned more grim. “Bottom line. The bosseswho hel ped uswant Jimmy
Junk dead.”

Matt’sbody hardened asif Medusahad given him the eternal look. Histhoughts
focused on the words Frankie had uttered what seemed so long ago on that fateful
night of Robert’s death, thefirst night of their conspiracy. | gotta go to some outside
people.

He remembered his fearful reaction and telling Frankie it was getting too
complicated. But he was unable to recollect how Frankie had brushed his concern
aside. Something about Mathematics. . . No! Suddenly, he recalled, word for word,
what Frankie had said. Trigonometry’s complicated. Revenge is simple.

Matt wanted to lunge at Frankie and choke the shit out of him. He couldn’t
believe how two goddamn quips, stitched together, had calmed his fear. How five
words had caused a Svengali brain-lock. And because of that, wicked strangers
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now owned a piece of him. A portion so large it gave them the power to turn Matt
into ahit-man. More power than Matt had over himself. These evil traders now held
over fifty percent, the magjority share of him.

Franki€e's voice began to compete with Matt’s anguished thoughts. “1 thought if
| showed you what aworld class slime Jimmy was, it would makeit easier to whack
him.”

Veins bulging at his temples, Matt shouted, “You never said anything about
owing the Mob for this! You never made that fucking point clear to me! Didn’'t you
think you had an obligation to make that crystal clear to me?’

Frankie lowered his eyes, his thick skin sagged, the nascent jowls previewing
how he'd look in ten years. “I didn't know what the payback would be. But |
should’ ve seen it coming. The way they accommodated me so easy. | fucked up.
I’'m sorry | got you into this.”

Frankie'suncharacteristic contrition leveled Matt’sanger. “1 can’'t kill anybody.
I mean, Christ. . . with Nails| wastalking crazy. | wasfull of hate at thetime. Hell,
| don’t know Jimmy. It's not personal.”

“What about that truck by the docks?Isthat personal enough?’ Frankiewatched
Matt's eyeswiden. “1 heard you got a good dose. Could’vekilled you.”

“How do you know it was Jimmy’s truck?’

“He's done the same shit before. The bosses are tired of his fuck ups and the
officia heat he attracts. That's why they’re going after him.”

“Why can’t they do it themselves?’

“Jimmy’s too powerful. He makes alot of money for two of the families. Our
friends want to be removed from the hit. A gangland war at this time would be
devastating.”

“But if you'reinvolved?’ Matt aready knew the answer.

“1 can’'t be connected either. | can help set it up. But you gotta be the trigger.”

Theword staggered Matt. Trigger. His new designation, his new honored title.

Photographers use the word shoot, but this time, he wouldn’t be squeezing a
shutter for an ad agency. His new clients were much different. They wanted Matt
to squeeze atrigger and shoot a man dead.

They drove back to the City in silence, Frankie giving Matt timeto be alonewith
his thoughts. Matt retraced the events that had cornered him so dangerously. He
recalled the overwhelming grief and hatred that consumed him when he saw his
young friend's lifeless body. He should’ ve remained in control. But what did that
mean? Allow Nails to get away with murder, without punishment? No, you idiot!
The sensible reaction would’ ve been to call the police like Frankie had said.
Matt shook his head. Frankie had given him wise advice. He had only himself to
blame. He had to take full responsibility, gain control, and do everything right from
now on.

His stomach heaved. How the fuck was he supposed to do everything right
from now on? He had to choose between killing someone or being killed himself.
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Having this choice, what would be the sensible course of action? Run away and
leave everything behind? Give up my profession. . . my business. . . my family?
Leave them vulnerable to retaliation?

Matt noticed Frankie look at him. He felt hisface flush, his heart race, ready to
drive off and leave his body. Fortunately, it was only a glance, and Frankie's eyes
were soon on the road again, giving Matt more time to sort out things.

Matt understood it was far too late to involve the police. He didn’t want to
spend the rest of hislife or for that matter even one day injail. There seemed to be
only onereal option. To go through with thekilling of Jimmy Junk. Hefelt hisbody
about to shudder, but fought it off. It wastimeto be strong, to do what was necessary
or at least consider all the possibilitieswithout feeling feeble. He proceeded to think
anew about killing Jimmy.

Hell, the guy is a low-life scumbag. Guilt wouldn't be a factor. No, it was a
matter of balls. Primeval, down to the basics, gutter reaction balls. Did he still have
them the way he did when he was growing up on the streets of Little Italy? He was
akidto befeared back then. Did he still have that craziness somewhere within him,
somewhere he could reach down and grab hold of ? And if he did, and made use of
it, would he ableto let go again? It had taken him so long to escape his violent past
and become apeaceful person. Hewondered if squeezing atrigger and killing another
human being would blow away what he most loved about himself. Matt could feel
things dying around him already.

Frankie pulled the Taurus over to the curb, upsetting hispassenger’sintrospection.
So mired in hispredicament, Matt hadn’t realized they were back in Manhattan until
the car stopped on a deserted Lower Westside street. He looked at Frankie. He
knew his quiet time was over.

“If you don’'t whack him, I'll have to do it. And if our friends ever find out,
they’ll come after the two of us.”

“1 gottathink about this.”

“Don’'t take too long. | need an answer by tomorrow.”

Matt had to get away from Frankie's piercing black eyes. He' d gotten his old
friendinto ajam and didn’t know how he was going to make thingsright for both of
them. The brave thing would’ve been to just say Yes, I'll kill the bastard, but
caution and fear held those words back. He could only repeat himself. “| gottathink
about this.”

Matt turned away from Frankie. He was sure Frankie saw him as a coward, a
cheap replicaof thefearlesskid he once considered hisbest friend. But Matt wasn’t
about to be heroic without giving all the options painstaking thought. Therewould be
time to re-establish his valiant image at a later date. For now, he would grasp the
door handle and abandon ship, leaving women, children, and old friendsto fend for
themselves. Matt fled down the darkened street and hid once more among histortured
thoughts.
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CHAPTER7

hen Matt arrived back at his studio, there was no policeman on duty,

leading him to believe the on-site investigation had been completed.
Though physically drained, Matt had too much on his mind to go to sleep so he
decided to keep busy by cleaning his trashed studio. Not having the stomach to be
near the scene of Robert’sbrutal death, he went to the office to begin histherapeutic
[abor.

Lifting and pushing the heavy file cabinets and office furniture quickly exhausted
him. Thelast few days had taken their toll on hisstamina. He spotted the answering
machine on the floor. Except for some surface scratches, it was surprisingly intact.
Heset it on the antique oak desk and pressed the play button. Crackling voicesfilled
the room as Matt settled into his secretary’s chair and hunched forward with his
forearmson the desk. He clasped hishandsin front of him and listened to fragments
of the dozen or so messages while he weighed his options regarding Jimmy Junk.

On one side werethe consequences of not doing the hit; he, Frankie, and possibly
their families could suffer physical harm. On the other side, if he attempted the hit,
only Matt would bein peril. The scaletipped toward him committing the murder. But
whenever hetried to envision how hewould actually go through with it, the gravity
of the deed stopped him cold. He felt there was no way he could resolutely Kill
another man, no matter how despicable the person was. His only hope seemed to be
that somehow the options would change. Perhaps minds could be atered. Maybe
Frankie could convince the mobsters, who were setting the agenda, that Matt wasn't
hit-man material. He could definitely live with this dlight to hisreputation.

Themessages ended, and Matt liked the silence even less. He pondered whether
going out and getting a drink might refresh him and unveil new vistas. It wasn't
Matt’s practice to use alcohal to solve prablems, but he wasin amaze that required
anew kind of compass. North wasn't where it used to be.

The phonerang and it was Steve Shephard |eaving a second message, this one
more urgent. “Matt? SOS. Thisis Steve. I'm still at Bumpers with two ravishing
ladies. | need help! Areyou there?’ Matt didn’t move.

Steve continued, “ Remember, you owe me big for that last shoot. You made a
bundle.” A gush of wind broke the short pause. “Aaah! I'manidiot. | should know
better. That approach won’'t work with you. So let me appeal to your compassionate
nature. | need to get laid. . . to keep my creative pump primed, so to speak. My
future at the agency depends on it. I’d even get down on my knees, but I’ve had a
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few too many and | might not be able to get back up. Don’t let me down, old bud.”
The message machine clicked, chirped, and whirred. The disturbing quiet returned.

Matt pictured Steve at Bumpers sweet-talking two young women, models most
likely, whose combined ages totaled far less than Steve's 56 years. He wondered
how many times Steve had already trumpeted his |ofty position in the advertising
world, especially his role as creative director for a slew of cutting-edge fashion
accounts. And if the young ladies mentioned Steve's British accent, he' d undoubtedly
market his meeting the Beatles back in the 60's. Matt smiled, recalling Steve's
despondent, hound dog expression the day Steve stated thishit of personal notoriety
had steadily lost its cache over the years, adding that the uncultured young masses
will soon group everyone before 1970 as contemporaries. Then Steve
impersonated a vacuous youth. Attila the Hun? Wasn't he like the first drummer
for the Rolling Stones?

Matt felt the grin on hisface and realized he hadn’t smiled all day except briefly
to Carol. He thought about her and tried to recapture their meeting and the
extraordinary affection he had felt for her. But that was so long ago, back intime, in
theage of relativeinnocence, beforethe great burden of the summonstoKkill. Thinking
of Carol no longer served as a diversion. Even when Matt tried to picture her, he
wasn't sure if he was seeing her or her brother’s face.

Suddenly, the image of Robert’s lifeless body sprang out at him, its claws and
fangs, slashing and ripping. Matt’s gut squeezed tight. He looked beyond the wall
and vividly recast the bloody crime scene. He shot up from the chair. Perhaps afew
drinksand alaugh or two with Steve might provide an interim haven. He grabbed his
brown bomber jacket and headed for the door.

Matt didn’t haveto wait to get into the popul ar nightspot. The behemoth guarding
Bumpers' velvet rope was an old acquaintance from the Lower Eastside. Larry
Tank, six feet-five inches tall and pushing three hundred pounds, spotted Matt the
second he got out of the cab and waved him forward. Matt greeted him with afirm
handshake and a neatly folded twenty. Being an old friend, Larry shook his head,
refusing the baksheesh, but Matt insisted, knowing the unspoken rule that Larry
was supposed to refuse and Matt was expected to insist. Rites and rituals pop up
everywhere.

Themusicinside was painfully loud with a bass bottom that would shakeasmall
mountain. Matt pushed past the packed bar crowd, an index finger in each ear. He
wasn’t about to let some trendy dance club accel erate the onset of hearing loss. His
health was more important than momentary chic. He felt contempt for the tipsy
flock of sheep he pressed against. See how much fun it'll be learning sign
language when you're sixty. And that cute, little butterfly tattooed on your
plump breast is going to de-metamorphosize to a mottled mass of discolorated
larva so hideous, even a hairy mole would be more desirable. Obvioudly, it
wasn't agood night for Matt to be at Bumpers.
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But he had come this far, and waded through the sinuous wave of dancers
toward the quieter mezzanine, where Steve always held court.

On the dance floor among the dancers, Matt mellowed a bit. He even removed
his fingers from his ears, not wanting to distance himself from his comrades in
motion. He was more sympathetic to this group than he was to the posers by the
bar. The occasional hit by a dancer’s body or arm didn't bother him. He was
comfortable with that. Matt liked to dance. He had always liked to dance. Dancing
was one of those time-honored excuses for men and women to showcase their
sexuality in public. He understood this cultural dispensation early on.

In grammar school, Matt learned at the Catholic Youth Organization dances
that he could approach ayoung girl, even one he had never met before, and ask her
permission to rub slowly against her body for three minutes. Wow! What arevelation.
In this accepted social setting, even the nuns and priests, who kept a close eye on
the pre-teen dancers, were reluctant to enforce their onerous codes. Early on, Matt
saw how dancing provided a privileged pass to things he was ready and excited to
experience.

He was in the sixth grade when he began to learn more complicated dance
steps, primarily East Coast Swing. He copied the older guys who had the dlick
moves, and worked his craft in secret in front of a full-length mirror. After he'd
practiced enough, Matt performed his rhythmic act on the dance floor in front of
friend and foe alike. Even derisive comments from Frankie - You move like a fag -
didn’'t deter him. In agreater context, dancing hel ped him begin hisliberation from
the rigid rules that dictated behavior in his conservative neighborhood. For Matt,
dancing was a gateway drug that led to more potent forms of freedom.

On Bumpers' dance floor, Matt spotted women he knew and greeted them with
smiling eyes as he watched them wriggle to the music. One of the women circled
close by and gave him a playful bump with her swaying hip. Matt liked this meat
tenderizing disco move. It gave strong hints about the availability and promiscuity
of the bumping parties. Helocked onto thewoman'sinviting stare and recalled their
one night of passion several months ago. He remembered she was an adventurous
lover, eager to bethrilled in avariety of ways. Her hair waslonger now and col ored
a lighter grade of honey, which splendidly set off her pale green eyes. He aso
recollected that below the waist, she was a true brunette.

Matt wasthefirst to let go of their visual embrace. He hoped he had held it long
enough to signal hewasinterested in future adventures. With hismammoth concerns
affecting hisflirting skills, Matt decided to avoid any further eye contact to prevent
leaving a negative impression on other beauties he might glance upon.

Matt looked up at the chrome fenders of vintage cars that hung on the walls.
These gleaming artifacts, dong with the bright red, animated neon figuresthat bumped
bottoms, gave Bumpersitsidentity, separate from therest of Manhattan’s hot dance
clubs. Matt had heard others refer to Bumpers as just another cheap meat market,
but he enjoyed coming here and was certain most of the critics would change their
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mindsif they had as good atime as he did when he dropped by. At Bumpers, Matt
was the proverbial kid in acandy store, surrounded by goodies of all shapes, sizes,
and flavors, and being ahandsome, fabl ed fashi on photographer, he had thefavorable
exchange rate to acquire much of what he saw and wanted.

It was a good bet Matt could score on any weekend night and wind up in bed
with a desirable woman. He understood how fortunate he was in possessing this
ability, and out of respect for thisgift, hedidn’'t abuseit. Growing up just blocksfrom
the Bowery, Matt had met and heard tales from soiled and barren persons whose
storybook lives had turned tragic in an instant. Heeding these sorry lifescapes, he
watched that his pleasures didn’t rise to the level of hubris and piss off the gods. To
please the Fates, known to be females, he never promised a woman anything in
order to get her into bed. Matt played it straight up, clear for al to see, that he was
out to have agood timewith no commitmentseither personally or professionally. He
didn’t announce this beforehand. He wasn't responsible for errorsin judgment.

Matt no longer frequented the clubs as often as he did during the wild disco days
of the 70s. He now savored hisvisits more and used the longer intervalsto build his
desirefor thefeel and delight of smooth skin over firm muscle. Like holding back an
orgasm, hisintent wasto have asensual explosion on every visit. Tonight’s sojourn,
however, was purely restorative. Emergency care.

A short flight of stairs connected the dance floor to the mezzanine. Matt took it
two steps at atime and looked to the far corner table where he saw Steve busily
entertaining two young ladies, who appeared to bein their early twenties. Thewomen
were long boned and brown-skinned, each of them lit with flaming hazel eyes. A
mix of Africa and Europe, they were a lovely matched set, a slight difference in
shade between them.

AsMatt neared thetrio, he grew more certain that hisevaluation of thewomen's
appeal was purely clinical. The thrill of the hunt wasn’t in him tonight. Quickly
reading the scene at the table, Matt saw that the women were on the edge of their
seats, planning exit strategies, while Steve, flushed with drink and effort, let loose a
stream of words, hoping the verbal tide would keep them from politely excusing
themselves.

When Steve, a baritone Brit, spotted Matt, he hit a high note of jubilation,
“Matthew Sasso!” And then, asif he'd just seen Manchester score awinning goal,
he jumped to hisfeet. “Welcome! Welcome!” He gripped Matt’'s hand and pointed
with pride to the pair of beauties he had cornered. “| want you to meet two lovely
ladies. ThisisMona, and thisis Lutece.”

Matt smiled. “Hello, ladies.”

They smiled sweetly in return and responded in unison, “Hello, Matthew,” then
dlid farther back in their chairs.

Steve flicked his arm toward the two empty chairs by the table. “Pick one.”

Matt looked at the two women and stated dryly, “1’ll take Lutece.”

Steve roared with laughter.
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Matt settled into one of the chairs and grinned at the women. “ Steve's an easy
chuckle.”

Steve caught his breath and pushed back the wisps of thin gray hair that had
fallen onto his brow. He pointed to the women and asked Matt, “ So what do you
think?’

“They’re beautiful,” Matt replied.

The pair smiled at him, and Monasaid, “ Thank you for the compliment.”

“Good, then we'll usethem,” Steve added.

The creative director was well aware of Matt’s code of ethics: that he wouldn’t
promise amodel work in order to win her affection. They had tussled over thisinthe
past. Steve trying to change Matt’s paosition, to enlist amore willing partner in his
seduction schemes. He had even argued that Matt had the luxury of such high
moral s only because women came easily to him. But with Matt holding firm, Steve
was left to figure out, in imaginative ways, how to use Matt's honest responses to
his advantage.

Steve beamed with hope, hisnormal ruddy complexion glowing like astoplight.
“1 knew Matt would adore you girls.” He put his arm around Mona, who narrowed
her aimond eyes and grinned tightly.

Steve did the heavy lifting, carrying the major portion of the conversation on his
round shoulders. The models had little to add to the introductory chatter of where
they were from and what types of modeling they had done, and Matt, slouched back
in hischair, wastoo distracted by thoughts of impending doomto lend Steve ahand.

Hetook cues from the others and merely returned their smiles and nods, while
occasional grunts substituted for commentary. His inattention confused the two
exotics, unaccustomed to being ignored, especially by a man, and Matt felt the
discomfort level rising. Hewanted to excuse himself from thetrio, but was unableto
come up with aslick way of doing so. He also worried his strained behavior might
be interpreted by the brown-skinned women as some sort of racial hang-up, so he
made amental note to hire them in the near future to show them he wasjust having
abad night on their first meeting.

When the two models announced they were going off to the ladies room, Matt
sat up, prepared to break the bad news of his departure to Steve. But as the women
sauntered out of earshot, Steve spoke first and rapidly.

“What apair of lovely creatures. I’ ve heard French-African women are delightful
in bed. Come on, old chum. Let’s get them over to the studio. I’'m dying to see if
Monalives up to her name.” He grinned like a salesman with gambling debts.

“Tonight’snot good.”

“Matt, please! You know | count on you to get melaid.”

“Yeah, Steve. | know why you hire me.”

“Ah, I'm apig's ass. You're upset about Robert.”

Matt let the statement stand. He knew Steve had gotten the message and would
take appropriate action, which Steve did when he saw the two models return.
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Sealing his resolve in a thin smile, Steve whispered to Matt. “Two on one.
Maybe | can relive the seventies.” He gulped the last of his Bombay martini and
rose from his chair. His eyes were on the approaching ladies as he spoke to Matt.
“We're till on for Thursday.”

“Fax methe layout.”

Steve patted Matt on the back as he moved from the table to intercept the two
models. He held hisarms out like a police barricade, protecting the wounded from
onlookers. “ A slight changein plans, ladies.”

Matt watched the three disappear down the short flight of stairs. The sought-
after solitude was worse than having company. He slumped back in his chair and
faced the wall. He decided that tonight he would do something out of the ordinary
and seek refuge from reality by swilling an inordinate amount of 12 year-old Scotch.

A lovely, raven-haired woman with bewitching dark eyes approached Matt from
behind. By looks alone, she appeared to be in her early thirties, but her polished
manner and self-assured stature would cause an expert carnie to add a decade if
guessing her age. Her skinwas clear and creamy, thetypethat tansnicely in summer.
WEell dressed, she wore afitted, black wool pantsuit over atight, gray silk blouse,
which pressed against her generous bosom and bared her cleavage for public
admiration.

She spoke with asultry voice. “Did they leave?’

Matt stared at the wall. “Yeah, but I’'m staying. And I'd like a double shot of
your best single malt. No ice. Bottled water on the side.”

The woman stepped forward and placed her hand on his shoulder. Her tone
surged like asensual current. “Sounds good to me.”

Matt turned. Hiseyes brightened. He straightened in his chair. “Traci. | thought
you were in Europe?’

Her soft smile tumbled at the corners. “They killed the ad campaign. I’ m now
unemployed, and | can sure use adrink.”

He rose from his seat and embraced her. “I’'m sorry to hear that.”

Chanel No. 5, Traci’s favorite, held him in an ethereal web while she initiated
lower body contact and kissed him lightly on the ear lobe.

Matt shivered before leaning back to face her. “I gotta warn you, | won't be
good company tonight.”

She smiled seductively, her warm breath on his cheek. “And | gottawarn you.
| don’t want to be alone tonight.”

Matt knew Traci Norton well. They’'d been lovers off and on for years.
Their history of rekindled intimacy - before and after failed relationships with
others- included Traci’ stwo brief marriages. In Matt’s consideration of female
acquaintances for lifetime partner, Traci was among the leading candidates.
Her stunning looks alone ensured that. But just as he had for all the others,
Matt found a flaw in her ample enough to keep him from pursuing an until-
death-do-you-part commitment.
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He found her a little too hard-edged, too calculating. He liked that she was
strong-willed, successful, and brutally honest, but he wanted someone more tender,
more romantic, more. . . Ah, he didn’t know what the fuck he wanted! He would
just haveto wait until he saw it, and then he would know. But what if he never found
what he was looking for? Should he go through life without a partner, just because
hewas unableto compromisealittle? Heliked Traci alot, and sometimeswished he
could make aleap of faith and believe in the possibility of true love between them,
but he knew deep down she wasn't the one, and he couldn’t change that.

Thegreat irony was her disqualifying traitsmirrored hisover-analytical nature.
This observation supported his theory that what he wanted was someone to soften
his own hard edge and quiet his own cal culating mind. It also didn’t escape him that
perhaps Traci would never consider him for alifetime partner. Maybe all he wasto
her was agood pal who listened, and capable of pleasing her in bed.

Matt saw all this and more the instant he looked at her. Their past had nurtured
an endearment that was strong and wordless. He was comfortable with Traci. He
would drink doubleswith hislovely, slightly depressed friend and try not to calculate
where it would lead.

God! Can she fuck!

Lying under her, Matt fixed his eyes on Traci’s damp, scarlet face as she sat on
him, working herself over his erection. With her head raised high and her eyes shut
tight, sheground her dewy lipsmajoraagainst his pubis, meshing and tearing coarse
hairs. She moaned and shuddered as spasms of pleasure rocketed through her. Her
body, hot to the touch, stifled him with its heat. He lay there in a sweaty stupor
mesmerized by her fervor.

Traci had upped the thermostat to 90 degreeswhen they entered Matt’s bedroom.
Dreading the coming winter months and seasonal gloom, shetold Matt she wanted
to feel asif they were in atropical climate. She wanted the fantasy of their last
vacation together, the one on Saint Croix Island, when they spent much of thetime
diddling each other without a stitch of clothing and no sheets or covers over their
steaming bodies.

The substantial amount of Scotch he’ d consumed plus Traci’ sincessant flirtation,
which included under-the-table caresses, had coaxed Matt's great worry to the
back of his brain, where it coiled in a dark recess and waited. He felt the lurking
serpent even as Traci rode him and knew with the inevitable light of the morning-
after, the viper would spring and strike him with a paralyzing fear. If it weren’t for
Traci’s powerful craving for sex, he would' ve been content to lie with her all night
and cuddle her like he would a security blanket.

Matt sensed there was something desperate about Traci’s erotic pursuit. She
wasawildwoman, intent on her own sati sfaction, pretty much obliviousto hiswants
and needs. He didn't feel dighted by the neglect. He owed her for past trysts when
she hadn’t been totally in the mood, yet went on to service him anyway. It was a
rare occurrence when they didn't mutually desire and satisfy each other, and as
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Matt gripped her firmfull hipstightly in hishandsto keep her from rubbing him raw,
he realized thiswas the first time he was totally servicing her.

Matt struggled to keep himself hard for Traci. Whenever the shadow fear within
him began to uncoil, he beat it back by savoring the beauty of the woman on top of
him. He liked that her black hair had come loose fromits coifed confines and hung
primitively over her shoulders and draped her ruby cheeks. He liked that her body
was drenched in sweat. He liked her natural odor and the way she tasted. These
aesthetic delights surpassed hisphysical lust in providing the essential blood flow to
hisrigid penis. Traci made enormous demands on this energizing fluid as she pounded
herself against him, mashing her Venus mound against bone, forcing his stiff dick to
drill into her as deeply as possible. With each thrust, she took greater possession
over hismember. Gulp by gulp, she swallowed it into her. Hefelt his cock becoming
more a part of her than it was of him.

He reached up with both hands and caressed her large breasts. He loved the
shape and fullness of her noble bosom set high on her chest. They had a regal,
matriarchal allure. In comparison to the slim model s he dated, thismade Traci more
of afull-blown woman in his eyes. He squeezed her breasts. He felt the fleshy hints
of how time had begun totakeitstoll, how her large breastswould losetheir stature
and sag with age. Were Traci’s breasts another strike against her? Would he do the
foolish thing and marry atight, young model because of fabricated projections? And
how would he react when the younger woman left him in his old age, the most
vulnerable time in his life? Would he accept the apt justice in that? Matt began to
lose stiffness.

Traci lowered her right hand behind her and stroked, then squeezed Matt’s
testicles. He got the message. He placed his hands back onto her wriggling bottom,
and guided her movement over him, reviving hishard-on. She responded to hisnew
interest and churned herself with fresh ardor. Her moist breasts bounced and slapped
with each thrust. He rose up and sucked her hard nipples. She moaned and wrapped
her arm around his head, cradling him, demanding more from her suckling lover.

Her shudders, moans, and whimpersintensified, and Traci beganto yelp and cry
out with greater frequency. He wondered about her exhilarated state. What was
behind it? Was her rapture an exorcism of life'sfrustrations?Was her career setback,
her failed relationships, her growing older, fueling her passions? Had she lost her
anchor and set adrift in the turbulence of middle age, the same as he? He read her
distress signal as such.

Though distant from the thrill of the sex act, Matt felt a personal union with
Traci deeper than he had ever experienced before, and sought a new way to
join with her. Instead of controlling her random gyrations, which confused his
sense of rhythm, he followed her chaotic lead. Surrendering himself in thisway
unexpectedly increased his penile sensation, and he grew larger. Traci reacted
to hisinvigorated member with arumbling moan, which excited him even more.
He joined in her song, pumping her as she released staccato bursts of breath
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and mining her deep and hard during sustained arias. Matt lost track of the
number of orgasms she had.

Traci had always been boisterous during sex, and for thisreason, his place was
the preferred arena for their couplings since he had no neighbors to be concerned
with.

Fuck! Except for tonight!

Matt suddenly remembered Carol was just beyond the far wall of hisbedroom.
He pulled Traci down onto him, placed his hand on the back of her head, and faced
her into the pillow. She fought her way back up and straddled him even tighter with
her muscled thighs. There was little Matt could do but alow Traci to ride him and
hope she’ d soon come to some finality.

Less sympathetic to her lust, Matt began to lose his erection. Traci felt it and
tightened her vagina around his shrinking member, exhorting it to swell again, but
Matt was thinking about Carol and could only maintain arespectable presenceinside
Traci.

Matt hoped that since he was wearing a rubber and no telltale fluids would be
squirting into her, Traci would conclude he' d already come and she had somehow
missed it, and that she would then work herself into one more conclusive, big bang
climax. Which she soon did, resounding screams and all. Matt was relieved when
Traci fell onto him, exhausted and exhilarated. He hugged her tight, trusting her
demons had been driven off.

Histhoughtsreturned to Carol and wondered if she had heard Traci scream out.
Hewas certain she had. He doubted Carol could’ ve slept through the clamor, or for
that matter, slept at all considering her terrible grief. Matt felt awful that he might’ ve
added to her loneliness and despair.

Shutting his eyes, Matt was startled by the haunting specter of Robert’slifeless
body. Bloodied and nailed to thewall, it opened itseyes and moved itsmouth, speaking
in ahalting, breathless manner, repeating Frankie' sfrightening message - The people
who helped us want Jimmy Junk dead. Matt felt his own demons unwrapping.
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CHAPTERS8

B right and early Sunday morning, Carol Brody |eft the upstairsloft with aset
of keysin her hand. She locked the door and turned to see Lou at the foot
of the stairs, glaring up at her.

He zeroed in on thekeys. “I’m here to see Matt. You got the keysto this door?’

She stammered. “He. . . got in late last night. | think he's still asleep.”

“That's not what | asked you.”

Lou's gruffness straightened her spine. “I don’t know who you are. I’'m not
about tolet youin.”

Loudug into hisinside pocket, pulled out hisgold shield and displayed it witha
sneer. “Police business. Toss me the damn keys.”

Her eyes watered. “That's no reason for you to be rude to me.”

“I"'m sorry. | didn’t mean to upset you. L ook, besides being adetective, I'm also
Matt's friend. Please toss me the keys.”

It was agood throw, straight at him. Lou nodded in her direction, unlocked the
studio door and entered, leaving the key in the lock.

Lou climbed the spiral staircase and grew more upset as he negotiated the
triangular steps, favoring one leg. Halfway up, he yelled out. “Matt, get your ass
outta bed!”

At thelanding, he called out again. “Matt! You in there?’

Lou had his hand on the knob when the bedroom door opened. Matt leaned
against the doorjamb, groggy and bare-chested, clutching hisuncinched sweatpants.

His voice was hushed and raspy. “What do you want?’

Lou scowled. “We gotta talk.”

He tried to push past Matt, who held his ground and backed Lou out of the
doorway. “I got company. Give me a few minutes.”

“Company. . . huh?’ He pointed with his eyes down to where Carol stood
behind a strip of police tape lying on the studio floor. “Who’s she. . . the maid?’

Thesight of Carol viewing the crime scene squeezed Matt’s stomach. It gurgled,
and he tasted alcohol. “That's Carol Brody.”

Lou lowered hisjaw. His eyeswere on Carol as he spoke in clipped sentences.
“Two minutes. In your office. Don't make mewait.” He pushed Matt back into the
bedroom and turned toward the spiral staircase.

Matt closed the door, and worried about Lou’s urgent visit. He saw Traci twist
in bed and tighten the purple silk sheet against her long naked form. It didn’t distract
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him from wondering what new information Lou might’ ve discovered. He quietly
uttered Frankie’'s warning. “No fuckups, Matt.”

Lou approached Carol from behind and stood next to her. “Miss Brody. I'm
Detective Lou Randazzo. | called you yesterday in Idaho.”

Shelooked at him, but didn’t say anything. Her tears and evident sorrow caused
him to swallow before continuing. “1’ m sorry theway | spoketo you outside. | didn’t
know who you were.” He paused for a reaction. There was none. “| would've
escorted you to the hospital yesterday, but aspects of this case had mebusy all day.”

“l understand,” she said softly.

“Thiswas aterrible crime. | want to assure you I’ m doing everything | can to
find the assailants.”

He waited for another response. Her liquid eyes wandered away from him,
back to the rubble in the studio. He shifted his weight uneasily and removed a
business card from his side coat pocket. “Here’s my card. If you need information
or my help, call me anytime.”

Carol took the card. “Thank you.”

Lou seemed unsure what to do next until he noticed the door to the dressing
room was open. He stepped over the yellow ribbon and walked to the door. He
stared at the crusted blood and chalk outline that rose from the floor onto the wall.
He shut the door. His eyes lifted when he heard Matt's footsteps on the landing
above. Anger colored his cheeks.

On hisway to meet with Lou, Matt detoured into the kitchen and removed two
cold coffee drinks from the fridge. He finished one bottle right away and chugged
down the second as he approached Carol. He could only think to say, “You should
eat something. Help yourself to anything in the kitchen,” then moved on, bracing
himself for Lou’sonslaught.

As soon as Matt entered the office, Lou dogged him. “I spoke to Rita. Your
alibi’ssolid. But | also found out you busted Nailsgood on Thanksgiving.”

Matt shrugged. “ Some punches were thrown.”

“You saw no need to tell me this fact the other day?”’

“You were coming on heavy. Maybe you haven't noticed, but I’m hurting over
Raobert’s death. | didn’t want you in my face.”

Lou rubbed lipstick from Matt’s chin onto hisfinger. “ Yeah, | can see how much
you're suffering.”

“1 had nothing to do with Nails' murder!”

“Like| said before, I'm gonnafind out the truth.”

Lou shifted hisweight to his other foot and flinched in pain.

“What's wrong with your leg?’

“It'sawar wound. Something you know nothing about.”

“Still bitter.”

“Yeah, | hold onto it for the guyswho can't, like Eddie.”
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“Heshould never have gone over there. Heleft my sister with ayear-old daughter
to raise.”

“Don’t talk about him, you goddamn coward!”

“You're still blaming the wrong people. | didn’t send you over there.”

“But you stayed home and let us do your fighting.”

“Itwasn’t my fight. It wasn’t your fight. It was afucking mistake they wrapped
in aflag. When areal threat comesaong, | promiseyou, I'll join up.”

“A lot of words, college boy. Safe to say now that we don’t have enemies.”

“There'll always be enemies.”

“Yeah. Right.”

They traded fierce looks.

After Lou left the office, Matt troubled over what the detective might discover
next. Hewaorried about Nails' fingerprints showing up in the studio and once again
hoped Nails had worn gloveslike Frankie had.

On hisway to the kitchen, Matt pondered when and how Frankie would get in
touch with him. He also reaffirmed not to be the one to make a mistake that would
reveal their aliance. When he entered the kitchen, he saw Caral sitting at the table,
staring at anear empty glass of orange juice. Her brown parkawas draped over the
chair next to her. Matt put his own worries on hold.

“Can | make you some breakfast?’

“1 usually go for awalk before | eat.”

He heard a subtle request. “Let me get my jacket.”

He was about to leave when Carol added, “ Traci said to say good-bye.”

Matt wondered what the two women thought of each other.

A brisk wind off the Hudson greeted them when they turned the corner at West
Street. The raw weather seemed to revive Carol’s spirit. Blush freshened her face
and her blue eyes brightened. Her energetic stride showed she wanted their outing
to bealong one.

Matt pointed to the empty street. “ Sunday’s the best day to walk down here.
Thisis as quiet and peaceful as Manhattan gets.”

Carol surprised him when she asked, “Why was Lou angry with you?”’

“We grew up together. Old wounds.”

“So it has nothing to do with Robert’s death?’

“Nothing.”

The only moving car in sight drove past them. He took the occasion to change
the subject. Matt grabbed her hand. “Come on, let’swalk by the river.”

He led her across West Street just upwind of the burned out tanker. Wisps of
black smokestill lifted into the air. She gaped at the wreck. “What happened there?’

“It caught fire the other night.”

Matt enjoyed holding her hand, but they had completed the crossing and it was
time to let go. He did so reluctantly. The initial fondness he had felt for her was
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rising again within him like alight puffy cloud. She was definitely special. First or
second on thelist.

AsMatt continued to assess hisinfatuation with Carol, he remained obliviousto
the piles of putrid garbage, rusted-out car bodies, and wind-blown trash that they
passed along the riverfront. Meanwhile, Carol, her eyes huge and sad, stared at the
dirt and filth that lay all around them. They neared a hill of junk, whose shredded
couches, dismembered appliances, and broken plaster no doubt sheltered an army
of rats. The collective decay overwhelmed her. Noticing her stunned discomfort,
Matt guessed thereason for it and pointed her onto an old pier, lined with lessrubble
and fewer abandoned auto wrecks.

The last hundred feet of the pier was impassable due to rotting timbers and
crumbling cement, so Matt led her to the south side, between the remains of two
stripped cars, where they got a closer view of the Hudson. He looked out over the
wideriver, while Carol stared at the scummy debrisfloating in thewater. She appeared
sickened by the liquid acres of slime and drifting waste.

Unaware of her growing nausea, he remarked glowingly about the river he
loved to watch from hiswindow. “ | forget how hugethisriver is. It must’ ve been an
awesome sight when the Indians were here.” He glanced at her and saw her pallid
expression. “What isit?’

Her eyesfixed on the slippery water below. She shook her head. “1t’s so dirty.”
Sheturned and looked at the rubbish surrounding them. “ Everything isso dirty here.”

Matt took her arm. “We'll go somewhere else.”

She pushed his hand away. “ Robert wanted to make a difference. He wanted to
do something for the city he was born in before leaving it. That's the way he was.
That's why he started recycling. That's why he stayed.”

“He made a difference.”

“Hislife, hisdeath. . . meaningless. Look at the filth. One person can’'t make a
difference.” Shekicked afender on one of the plundered car hulks. It clanged to the
ground. Her fury vented, she returned to despair. She lifted her inconsolable eyes
and looked at Matt. “What can one person do against all this?’

Matt didn’t know what to tell her. He only knew to reach out to her. She accepted
histouch and comfort, and cried against his chest. Hefelt his heart sink, heavy with
the loss of Robert and the weight of Carol’s sorrow.
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CHAPTER9

fter his walk with Carol, Matt went to the office and listened to phone
messages. “ Same place at two,” meant he had to make his way back to
Duane Street. Fearing he might now have apolicetail onhim, Matt took precautions.

It wasashort cab rideto the Municipal Building, where he grabbed the L exington
Avenue Express to Grand Central Station and sprinted to catch the 42nd Street
Shuttle. After the quick cross-town subway ride, he mixed in with the tourists at
Times Square, then caught the Seventh Avenue downtown local to Houston Street.
From there he walked to the secret meeting place.

Matt waited for Frankiein the soiled nook of the abandoned machine shop. The
smell of new urine stung his eyes and nose, and again reminded him of a lifetime
among men. He recalled the last time he had waited there in the cold, when he
worried he might be guilty of conspiracy to commit murder. Now, hisculpability was
far moretroublesome. If he went ahead with the execution of Jimmy Junk, hewould
be guilty of cold-blooded, first-degree murder.

Matt braced himself against the chill wind as he stuck hishead from the doorway
and surveyed the street. He clung to a shred of hope that perhaps his old friend had
talked to the mobsters and had changed their minds about having an untested hit-
man, like Matt, do the job. But his optimism frayed and tore when the silver-gray
Taurus stopped in front of him. One look at Frankie and Matt knew there’d be no
good news.

Matt quickstepped to the car and got in. “Did you talk to these guys again?’

Frankie pulled away from the curb. “They’ re not budging.”

“Didyoutell them how | could fuck thisthing up?”

“Yeah, | told them.”

“Did you tell them | haven't fired agun in twenty years?’

Frankie yanked the steering wheel to theright and braked hard. The car skidded
and jumped the curb before coming to a stop. “Maitt, | tried every fucking which
way totalk to these guys, but they ain’t budging. They ain’t moving aninch. Do you
hear me? “Not afucking inch!”

Frankie backed off the sidewalk, made a U-turn, and drove toward Hudson
Street. Matt sslumped in his seat, aheavy chain of hopel essness around his neck. He
stared at his right hand, which rested on his leg. He looked at the aging skin and
thought how time was running out on the life he loved. Making a fist, he peered
beyond the el astic sheath to the intricate machine underneath, to the minute circuitry
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and to the pulleys and levers of tendons, muscles, and bones. He envisioned how
thismechanical marvel of nature would soon be precisely wrapped around adeadly
weapon and wondered if there was a mathematical equation for the amount of
torque needed to pull the average trigger.

They drove north, about a half-mile, to the Holland Tunnel and crossed over to
New Jersey without another word spoken. Matt hadn’t yet started the tedious work
of fortifying himself. He was still drifting in and out of fantasyland, thinking how
killing Jimmy - the guy responsiblefor that tanker spill - would make him Robert’s
hero.

With light traffic all the way, it took them forty minutes to get to an industrial
areawest of Union. Frankie veered off the asphalt two-lane and drove onto a dirt
road, which cut across alarge tract of land under development. He parked the car
between two low ridges of dense brush and turned toward Matt for the first time
since they left Duane Street. “We're here.”

Matt jerked in his seat.

“You ready to take alook at Jimmy’s operation?”’

Matt stared out the window, nodded.

They crept behind a stand of trees, bushes, and tall weeds that grew untouched
in the middle of the massive construction site toward a giant earthmover, parked on
ahigh mound of earth. It was one of two dozen mammoth machines spread over the
fifty-four acres under development.

Frankie assured Matt, “ The security hereiskind of lax. They don’t start coming
aroundtill dark.”

They climbed onto the huge steel treads, hopped into the cab, and looked over at
the adjacent lot. A tall, wood-slated, cyclone fence, topped with razor concertina
wire, surrounded the busy yard, and the sign by the front gate read, J.J. Waste and
Carting Co.

From their high vantage point, Matt and Frankie had aclear but limited view of
the activity next-door. They watched atank-trailer arrive and wait for the front gate
toroll open. Onceinside, thetanker drove past an opentrailer being filled with trash
by several front-loaders. The eighteen-wheeler then disappeared inside a large
hanger-like building.

Frankie explained, “ That tanker’sloaded with toxic liquid. What they do now is
empty it into trucks full of garbage and it all gets dumped illegally in a municipal
landfill. Probably the future site of someresidential community.”

Matt curled hislip. “ Devil’swork on the Lord’s Day.”

“Thisis one of their kinder methods. Lots of times they just drive out to the
country, find a stream and open the valves.”

Matt still hadn’'t convinced himself he would do the hit, but needed to gather
important information just in case. “How often does Jimmy come out here?”’

“Like clockwork. Ten-thirty to three-thirty, five days aweek.”

“How do | get inside?’
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“If | weredoing it, I'd tail atanker till it stopped. Then I'd hijack it and come
back to the yard. The guy at the gate just checks the truck.”

It sounded complicated. What would | do with the driver? “When else is
Jmmy vulnerable?’

“The only other time is when his sons drop him off at the house.”

Matt’s expression, more glum. “In the neighborhood.”

Frankie nodded. “ You got about ten seconds from the time he’s outta the car to
when he'sin the front door.”

Matt shook his head. Not on Mulberry Sreet. “He gets home near four-thirty.
L ots of people around.”

“Plus there’s no place to hide. So you gotta run up to him fast.”

“I'll doiit here.”

Hearing himself vow to his friend that he would kill Jimmy was a shock to his
own ears. The possibility of him committing murder had taken a giant step toward
certainty. Matt shivered in the cold wind.

A familiar gang of questions jumped out and attacked him. What had caused
this misery? What might’ ve been done differently? Matt was too exhausted to fight
back. He had no answers to defend himself. He covered up and took the beating.
He accepted that he’ d been overwhelmed by the rushing tide of tragic events, and
had lost his foothold on the perfect life. Only hisinner strength could save him. If
Matt had no other choice, he would surely fight back, and if that were the case,
Jimmy Junk would soon be dead.

On their way back to the car, Frankie said, “Jimmy walks around the yard
without a care. Once you'rein, it's cake.”

“You gonna get me asilencer?” Thistime, Matt's ears weren't shocked.

Frankie stopped in his tracks. He read Matt’s eyes. “Tomorrow, you' re gonna
get the hit-man’s deluxe.” They both knew a significant step had been taken.

During the ride back to Manhattan, Matt worked on a plan to highjack one of
Jmmy’strucks. Hewould tie up the driver and leave himin asecluded spot until the
hit was done, and then anonymously tip the policeto the driver’slocation. Thinking
about the police reminded him of Lou. Matt wondered if Lou would ever find out
about the crimes he'd soon be committing. He turned to Frankie. “Lou paid me
another visit.”

“That's hisjob. He's gotta keep fishing.”

“Did you know he was wounded in the war?’

“Yeah, | knew.”

“1 never noticed the limp before.”

“Hehid it so he could become acop. Now, he'solder. Hecan't hideit no more.”

“Hedtill holdsagrudge cause | was one of them long-haired hippieswho didn’t
gofight.”

“Don’t worry, he hates me a lot worse.”

“You paid to get out.”
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Frankie smirked. “Two Gs equaled 4-F.”

“1 can see that really steaming Lou.”

“Yeah, he'savery steamed individual. You know, hetried to hide hisinjury for
other reasons.”

“What?’

“It left himimpotent.”

“How do you know that?’

“From a hooker. He tried some professional help.”

“You believe her?’

“Thisgirl knowsnot tolieto us.”

Matt stared out the window. “He always had an excuse when | told him to ask
Ritaout.”

Raindropsbegantofall. Seconds|ater, adownpour drummed against the Taurus.
The swish of the wipers, metering time and space, lulled them into ahypnotic state
until a glowing exit sign for the Newark Airport appeared up ahead and caught
Frankie's attention. “ You remember that big fire a couple of years ago, south of the
airport?’

“Therecycling plant in Elizabeth?’

“Yeah.”

Matt had seen the conflagration on the evening news. Theflamesrosein furious
columns, fueled by drums of toxic chemicalsthat threatened to ignite thousands of
additional drums, al illegally stockpiled. Over four hundred firemen, some from
New York City, battled the blaze for sixteen hours. Even with protective masks,
many of thefirefighters suffered seriousinjuriesfrom the oily smoke, including his
Cousin Butch, whoselungswere so scarred hewasforced to retirefrom the N.Y.F.D.
Fortunately, he collectsfull-disability, but, as he has often told Matt, he' d rather have
his health back.

If the firemen had failed, the consequences could’ ve been catastrophic. The
great fear wasif the remaining drums of hazardous waste caught on fire, amonstrous
cloud would float over Staten Island and result in fatalities of third world proportion.

“What about it?’

“Jimmy was responsible for that.”

Matt twisted in his seat toward Frankie. “How?’

With hiseyesfocused on the rain-slicked road, Frankie explained, “ The plant’s
owner was an Irishman from Newark, named John Fine. He had a sickness for the
ponies and ran up a hundred thousand dollar tab to Sam Tumino, a mob connected
bookie and shylock. There was no way John could come up with the cash, so to
avoid severe bodily harm, he cut a deal with Sam that covered his weekly vig.
Which made it a contract for life. Thisiswhere Jimmy comesin. The deal wasfor
Jimmy’s operation to store drums of toxic waste at John’s site until another storage
location became available. Of course, no other site ever materialized, and poison-
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filled barrels were only added and never subtracted from the Shamrock Recycling
Plant.”

Frankie paused to fire up acigarette. “In time, it became appalling. Crammed
and piled high with 55-gallon drums of hazardous waste, therewasn’t even room for
aperson to walk. Lots of the drums leaked, and since they were there for eternity,
al of them would leak. They were packed so tight against the fence some of the
barrels fell outside and broke open on the street. Hazardous teams cleaned up
whatever liquid hadn’t runinto the storm drains and into Newark Bay. And the plant
was cited. But in spite of al the glaring safety violations, the plant was never shut
down.”

Matt opened his window a crack to let the smoke out. Frankie did the same.
“Not only were the local inspectors on the take, but State officials didn’t want to
confront the problem either. The big industries in Jersey produce huge amounts of
toxic waste, and they need easy ways to eliminate them. To keep the corporate tax
dollarsflowing, the State turns ablind eye to these companies defecating in public.”

Frankielooked at Matt. “I"’mtalking about the largest corporationsin the United
States. General Motors, General Electric, and al those other Gee-I-didn’ t-know-
nothing conglomerates. These so-called efficient companies never ask where their
poisons are being taken or what methods of recycling are used. They’ rejust glad to
be rid of the responsibility. And they pay Jmmy well for their corporate peace of
mind.”

Frankietook along last drag on his cigarette and flipped it out the window. “In
turn, Jimmy gives asizable cut to two of the five New York crime bosses to protect
his carting business.”

Matt figured it was the odd guys out who wanted Jimmy whacked. Then again,
any and al of thefive could’ ve been behind the hit, fearing immy’sgol den enterprise
was making him an up and coming boss in his own right. The Mob’s intrigue and
backstabbing would’ ve inspired Shakespeare.

Frankie powered up his window, Matt did the same. “After the disaster at
Shamrock Recycling, there was a face-saving, official investigation. But it was a
complete whitewash. The biggest punishment went to afew local inspectors, who
werereassigned, losing their hush money benefits. And John Fine, the primary witness,
couldn’t be interrogated because he was nowhere to be found. The rumor is his
body was stuffed in a 55-gallon drum and buried in aNew Jersey landfill.”

If the purpose of Frankie's story had been to inflame Matt’'s hatred of Jimmy, it
worked for Matt imagined his Aunt Theresa, one of adozen relativeswho lived on
Staten Island, suffering an excruciating death from poisonous asphyxiation. Her
tortured visage was especially painful because she was Matt’s favorite aunt and
closely resembled her older sister, his beloved mother, Angela.

For the rest of the rainy ride back to the City, Matt dwelled on the evil Jimmy
represented and how it would begood for society if thevile polluter were exterminated.
Little by little, he built amind-set in which nothing was asimportant askilling Jimmy.
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When fear or morality or other distractions knocked, Matt shut the door on them.
Thetime for aternative plans and safe solutions had passed.

Matt entered his studio through the back door and immediately smelled food.
With light coming from the kitchen, he assumed Carol was cooking dinner. The
tantalizing aroma reminded him he hadn’t eaten much al day. In fact, except for
Thanksgiving dinner, he hadn’t eaten well since early Wednesday, before the black
smoke signaled alife-change.

It would’ ve done him good to sit down with Carol and have some dinner, but in
histroubled state, hedidn’t want to socialize with anyone, not even with thewoman
he had begun to fall in love with. He would’ ve snuck up the stairs without saying
hello, but he needed to get asix-pack of beer from the fridgeto help him fall asleep.
Matt prepared himself for the brief encounter with Carol. He ran his hands through
his hair and flexed his face muscles so his smile would appear less strained, more
genuine.

Matt entered the warm, scented kitchen and saw Carol standing by the stove,
stirring something in alarge pot. He felt like an intruder in someone else’s home.
“Hello, Carol.”

She turned. “Hi Matt. Are you hungry?’

He stepped toward the fridge. “Uh, no. | already ate. Thanks.” He broke eye
contact too soon and continued past her. “Just need some beer to help me sleep
tonight.”

He opened the refrigerator and removed a six-pack of Heineken. He tried to
think of something to say, small talk to lessen the awkwardness. Unableto fabricate
a relaxed tone, he planned an excuse and quick exit instead. He pressed three
fingersto hisleft temple. “I got akiller headache. I'm gonna hit the covers.”

She appeared disappointed. Thisstalled his plan of simply pivoting and walking
away. Hetried again for words to say, but the neurons in his brain weren’t passing
notes to each other. He came up blank, and no way was he about to wing it. Not
tonight, dammit! | got murder plans to deal with.

Matt lowered his eyes and muttered, “ See you tomorrow,” then headed for the
door.

Hemust have rushed his departure because he barely heard her say, “ Goodnight.”

As he climbed the stairs to his bedroom, Matt hoped he hadn’t hurt Carol’s
feelings and vowed to make it up to her the next time he saw her, when hewasin a
better mood. In a better mood? When the fuck would that be? Right after |
whack Jimmy?

A haf hour later, Matt rested in a brown leather chair, finished off a bottle of
beer, and placed it next to two other empty bottles on a white wood and enamel
serving cart. Dressed in dark blue cotton sweats and gray woolen socks, he lifted
himself from the chair and padded to his balcony. He opened one of the double
doors, bent down and grabbed another beer, then quickly closed the door to keep the
cold night air from entering his heated lair. He took a big swig, set the bottle on the
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serving cart, and began to pace the room. Matt had enough strong reasons and
genuine animosity to kill Jimmy. What he needed to do next was to fire himself up
for the actual deed, to prepare for battle the way he had when he was younger.

Matt recalled the lessons he' d learned on the streets from vicious role models
who demonstrated the power of intestinal fury. Asakid, secluded in hisbedroom, he
had mimicked their language, tone, posture, and timing while confronting phantom
enemies first with reasoned talk, and when that failed, with a sudden powerful
attack, swinging hisfistsand kicking hisfeet until hewasdrenched in sweat, breathing
hard, and exhausted. He also regularly did push-ups, leg squats, and shadow boxing,
and carefully analyzed hisfighting techniquein afull-length mirror.

On one occasion, Matt had readied himself for an upcoming fight with Mikey
Tan for putting the moves on Gerry Li Puma, Matt's girlfriend at thetime. It didn’t
matter that Mikey was well-connected, Matt had to protect hishonor, and he had to
do so in spite of the fact he didn’t even like Gerry that much.

Matt wasfirst attracted to Gerry by her striking beauty. Tall and slim with long
black hair, clear olive skin, high cheekbones, and luminous amber eyes, shelooked
like a young European model. Beyond that, he felt she was empty-headed and
possessed a bland personality. At the time of the flirting incident with Mikey, Matt
was in the slow but steady process of dumping her. And she knew it. He was
certain Gerry had invited Mikey's advances just to get Matt to fight over her. This
wasn't the first, nor would it be the last time Matt found getting into arelationship
was alot easier than getting out of one. Gerry, that pretty, empty-headed young girl,
had figured out a clever way to get Matt into abig jam.

From the moment helearned of Mikey’sdisrespectful behavior, Matt, likeabull
inapoppy field, worked himself into afrenzied state. Lou and Eddietried to talk him
out of confronting Mikey, while Frankie supported retaliation. What others said,
however, didn’t matter; Matt was only listening to the inner voice demanding he
restore his honor.

Matt stormed over to Mikey’sjoint with histhree friendsin tow, ready to back
him if any of Mikey’s crew jumped into the fray. When Matt pushed opened the
club’s door, he was surprised to see Mikey standing alongside his big-shot father,
Mikey Brown. Nonetheless, Matt spoke up. “When you finish with your father’s
visit, | wannatalk to you.”

Stepping forward, Mikey Brown took control. He snarled at Matt. “We' re gonna
take care of thismatter right now.” He then swept the room, freezing everyone with
anicy glare. “| want everybody outta here except the two guys who gotta settle this
thing.”

Nobody had to be told twice.

Theelder Mikey’s presence persuaded Matt to be less hostile, but still intent on
affirming histerritorial rightsand local prestige.

Once the room was cleared of onlookers, Mikey senior spoke less harshly, and
became the voice of reason between the two disputing parties. What soon followed
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was a tactful performance by Mikey Brown whereby he relayed a roundabout
apology from his son, who never said a word the whole time Matt was there. And
Matt attai ned satisfaction from thewiseguy’ s efforts because Mikey Brown skillfully
bandaged every wound to Matt’'s self-respect. In reality, this was child's play for
Mikey Brown, who had years of experience keeping the peace among feuding
mobsters.

After heleft Mikey'splace, Matt figured that Mikey senior had heard about the
potential fight and wanted to prevent it, fearing Matt, who wasrighteously enraged,
would whip his son in afair fight. Having a seventeen year-old kid kick Mikey’s
twenty year-old asswoul d’ ve been an embarrassment to both Mikeys. And why the
wiseguy didn’t rough Matt up to protect his son was such an action would’ ve been
considered unethical since Matt was from the neighborhood and had a legitimate
beef. For Matt, thiswidely noted incident upped his statusin the neighborhood asa
young man who wouldn’t take insult from anyone, not even connected guys.

Inthe past, Matt had revisited this and other rousing memories when he needed
to work himself into arage. But now, in hismiddle years, and confronting a much
higher level of mayhem - a meticulously planned murder - Matt wasn’t sure he
could bridge the gap of time or climb the steep risein violence.
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CHAPTER 10

A round eleven-thirty the next morning, Matt drove a tan Taurus into his
parking lot. He backed up to the low, red brick building that he used for a
workshop, and purposely blocked from his mind what he would find in the trunk
when he opened it. He shut off the engine, sat back in his seat, and considered how
the day had gone so far. Perhaps it would reveal a pattern or omen as to how the
day would end.

Last night, Matt had finally dozed off after finishing hisfifth beer. He only got
three hours of sleep, but awoke relieved the longest weekend in hislife was over.
Hefelt better that it was Monday and therest of theworking stiffswould be miserable
along with him while hislife swirled down the toilet. Asfor the fat cats, well paid
and little worked, he loathed them. Matt wished he could line up a dozen CEOs
alongside Jimmy and blow them all away. His dawn rage sought more victims. He
entertained the crazy notion of going after the Maob bosses, who were ordering him
tokill immy, and even pondered the consequence of killing Frankie. Would it change
the situation in any way? Matt had begun the day full of venom and uncensored
plans.

Helay inbed, watching the morning light fill the room, and sampled more criminal
plans and destructive impul ses. He underscored how his existence had become shit
and how he needed to lash out. To be the aggressor, not the victim. It took him a
good hour and a half, from the time he awoke, to settle down and reason with
himself that no matter how much he abhorred hisplight, all he had to do waskill one
person and get on with therest of hislife.

At about ten-thirty, his studio manager, Linda Stern, pretty, petite, and permed
with loads of jet-black curls, knocked on his bedroom door. Matt got out of bed,
unsaciable and ungroomed, so they spoke through the door. Her voice choked with
emotion. It was the first time she'd been to the studio since Robert’s death. It
reminded him how everyone loved Robert. He remembered again how he got into
this mess.

Lindatold him somebody called and |eft a message without leaving his name.
And when she repeated the message, “Tell Matt, the car is ready,” he leapt into
action, disrobing and rushing to take atwo-minute shower.

Just theway Frankie had described, during their ride back to the City, anondescript
tan Taurus was waiting for Matt at the spot where Frankie had dropped him off the
previousday. Matt opened the unlocked door and got in. He reached under the front
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seat and found the car key taped to the floor. When he started the engine, his
thoughts turned to the cargo he' d be transporting back to his studio. Hewasn’t sure
of the exact contents. Only that, when he opened the trunk, he would find the hit-
man’s deluxe Frankie had promised.

Matt lifted himself out of the Taurus. His review of the morning had produced
little. But he would go through this eventful twenty-four hours checking and
rechecking every plan and action. This was definitely a day for no fuck-ups.

Matt opened thetrunk, pushed aside ablanket, and uncovered apiece of medium-
size luggage. In swift moves, he reached in, lifted out the brown suitcase, and shut
the trunk. Weighing close to sixty pounds, the case was heavier than he' d expected,
but in no way slowed him from qui ckstepping to hisworkshop and entering.

After double-locking the door behind him, Matt walked to a cleared, wooden
worktable, where he set down the suitcase. Inside, he found three handguns and a
sawed-off shotgun with corresponding ammunition, extraclips, holsters, and silencers,
all packed in custom-cut Styrofoam. Matt ran his fingers through his hair while he
sized up the cache of weapons. He recognized two of the three gunsasa .22 and a
.38 snub, both Smith and Wesson. He lifted the third and felt its weight. He
remembered holding a similar gun many years ago. It was a .357 magnum,
semiautomatic.

Raising it in a two-hand grip, Matt aimed at the nearest poster on the wall -
Ansel Adams Winter Sunrise, Serra Nevada. This simple exercise made him
realize al the weapons were for close work. Frankie hadn’t provided him with the
means for a long-range kill shot. It wasn’'t something they’d discussed, but Matt
was now wishing he had the option of being far from hisvictim.

This new wrinkle caused Matt to doubt the way things were going. A powerful
negativity washed over him and fear seeped through hisbody. He trembled from the
unexpected weakness and groaned. He placed the handgun back in the suitcase and
wrapped hisarmsaround his chest to keep from shaking, then yelled, “It'stoo late!”

Matt went to the window and peeked past the black curtains to see if anyone
wasinthe parking lot. No one. Herepeated, in aquiet resolute voice, “It’stoo late.”

Matt returned to the suitcase, removed the clip from the .357, and loaded it. He
calmed his fears by convincing himself it was better to be close to Jimmy when he
aimed and fired. Then, if thingswereto go horribly wrong and Matt wereto die, he
would at least leave this world knowing he had killed the polluting son-of-a-bitch.
He' d die with the glorious hope that he had started anew action for killing those at
thetop of the pollution chain. He' d die with the satisfaction he had put fear into the
frosted hearts of al the motherfuckers who were destroying the Earth. He'd die
believing one person did make adifference.

Matt assured himself it wouldn't be difficult to look an evil corrupt man in the
eyeand kill him point blank. After al, it wouldn’t be the first man he had killed.

Thelast bullet did into place and Matt palmed the clip into the handgrip. Hefelt
its weight, and again aimed at the serene black and white on the wall. He thought
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about the quickness in which Frankie had supplied the weapons. It was a clear
indication Matt was to act fast.

He had aready decided to do something today, but not the actual hit. Careful
preparation had to comefirst. Matt had planned atrial run for later that afternoon to
follow one of Jimmy’s trucks. He set the loaded semiautomatic back into its place
and shut the suitcase, then carried it to the prop areaand hid it among other pieces
of luggage. He lingered for amoment and thought if he should take the loaded gun
with him to New Jersey, just in case aperfect opportunity to kill Jimmy occurred.

An hour later, Matt sat in his office, browsing through pictures of models and
separating them into three piles. The room was neat and clean thanks to Linda's
efforts that morning. She had also contacted his insurance agent and made
arrangements for workers to come to the studio tomorrow to replace the rear door,
clean up the mess, and repaint the floor and walls. In appreciation, he' d given her
the afternoon of f. Besides, he wanted to be alonein the studio while he prepared for
Thursday’s photo session with Steve. Matt had given some thought to canceling it,
but decided to keep a normal schedule in the event he later came under suspicion.
Thisway, he could claim there was nothing out of the ordinary going onin hislife.
With such a busy agenda, how could he possibly plan and commit a murder? He
would spend the day and the entire week doing what was necessary for the upcoming
production, and one of hisfirst choreswasto check the availability of the modelshe
preferred to work with.

The photo shoot was for BeeTee, a new clothing line featuring the creations of
a nouveau French designer, Beatrice Tomar. Part of a national ad campaign that
Steve's advertising agency had acquired the previous week, after another agency
had been abruptly fired by the stormy designer. In anormal situation, with alonger
lead-time, Matt would' ve already secured the models he required, but at this late
date, he would have to settle on the available talent. The three piles of photos
represented the model sheliked, themodelshe' d settlefor, and the model shewouldn’t
use.

From looking at the clothesand reading the designer’snotesregarding her creative
vision, Matt had settled on the image and attitude he wanted to express. Claire
Devane was hisfirst choice, but she was a problem model to deal with. In heavy
demand since she was sixteen, this now twenty-one year-old behaved like a spoiled
child and required tedious cgjoling for her to deliver the look she was famous for.
Matt waswell acquainted with Claire’ sroutine of working at her own pace and only
delivering her best effort for ashort period of time, usually at the end of along day.
But her vulnerable yet menacing allure wasfabulous, and most clients, art directors,
and photographerswere willing to endure the temperamental vixen for her bewitching
image.

Ordinarily, Matt would try to book Claire, along with her favorite make-up person,
Donatello, whom sheloved to bitch to, but Matt had enough on histroubled mind and
worried he might lose his temper with Claire if she tried to dominate the set. He
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checked the sheet attached to her promo for his notes on her menstrual cycle. It
appeared by his rough calculation that Thursday would be a bad day to deal with
Claire. He placed her photo in a fourth pile between maybe and no. Undoubtedly,
she was aready booked for Thursday, but Matt would have to give Claire’'sagent a
call to cover hisassfor later inquires by Steve and Beatrice.

When Matt reached for another photo, his stomach grumbled. He decided to
take a break and go get something to eat. Since his next few days would be
unpredictable and stressful, it was important he eat well whenever he felt hungry.
He knew the amazing powers of the brain were influenced by the tangible world of
proteins, carbohydrates, and other nutrients, and keeping physically fit would keep
hismind sharp.

Matt stepped out the front door into the unexpected sunlight. It had rained heavily
the night before and the morning had been overcast, consequently he was pleasantly
surprised to feel the warmth on hisface. A good omen, he hoped.

Turning to hisleft, Matt saw Carol walking toward him and immediately wished
he could become invisible. He didn’t want to talk to anyone, especially to Carol,
whom he'd brushed off the last time they met and feared behaving rudely to her
again. He resolved to be as pleasant as possible and produced a big smile. “Hello,
Carol.”

Shereacted stiffly. “Hello.”

“Did you go for awalk?’

“Yes.”

“That’s nice you took advantage of the sunshine.”

She shifted her weight and looked past him as if ready to move on.

Matt guessed his recent behavior had her thinking she was aburden on him. “|
was going to get some lunch. Would you liketo join me?”’

“No, I'm not hungry. Thanks.” She flashed a quick smile, then stepped to pass
him.

He put hisarm out and stopped her. He spoke with sincerity remarkable even to
himself. “I could use the company.”

“You sure?’

“Very sure.”

Fuck my other problems. | like this woman. | want to spend as much time as
| can with her.

Cecilia's Kitchen, a popular Tribeca restaurant, had afew customers left from
thelunch crowd, and all of them, including Matt and Carol, sat at the red Naugahyde
booths by the windows that looked out onto Greenwich Street, where aglittery sun
shower splashed over the shiny asphalt.

Carol atethelast of her spinach and goat cheeseravioli, while Matt twirled his
fork inamound of fusilli primavera. He had lost his appetite halfway through lunch.
He figured his stomach had shrunk from lack of eating. He'd survive the next few
days as lean and mean as required.
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They had conversed at length during their walk to the restaurant and before the
food arrived. He' d again offered hishelp - al she had to do was ask - and Carol had
mentioned her greatest concern was getting her brother’s body released from the
morgue so she could have him cremated. Matt didn’t like her motivefor swift action.
He didn't like hearing she wanted to leave New York right away.

Matt wished she would stay long enough to be with him after he had taken care
of Jimmy, when he’ d befreeto show her abetter side of himself. But until Jimmy’s
last breath, Matt's world wasn’t under his control. Being with Carol made this
limitation even more painful. Hetried but couldn’t shake the awarenessthat the only
way for himto get back to normal wasto focus on hisdeadly mission aboveall else,
even above thelovely and desirable woman sitting across from him. Since the food
arrived, they had said nothing to each other.

Matt noticed her looking at his half-eaten lunch. Hefelt he should apologize for
not finishing his meal, and for his aloof behavior, and for everything else in his
miserablelife. “I’m sorry. | planned on being better company.”

Her response - a puzzled look. Her silence easy to decipher - Wasn't it he who
had invited her?

Matt did a better job reading her thoughts than he did his own because out of
nowhere, for some urgent need, he spoke of something he had never mentioned to
anyone who hadn’'t witnessed the event. “ A long time ago, when | was a teenager,
| killed someone.”

Her one blink betrayed a heavy blow, but she said nothing.

“1 didn't mean to. He attacked mewith aknife. | waswalking by the East River
with three friends, when one of them - his name is Frankie - cursed at a bum. A
homeless person. We called them bums back then. | wasn't really paying attention
to the guy until | heard him scream. | turned, and all of asudden, there he was with
a crazed look in his eyes, coming at me with a butcher blade. In a split second,
without thinking, | grabbed his hand and twisted it back into him.”

The memory of the man’s surprised face stopped him. He recalled how the man
looked down at the knife sticking in his gut and the blood soaking historn shirt. The
wounded man clutched Matt’s hand and muttered softly before hefell to the ground,
dead. That day and for along time afterward, Matt wished he had heard the dying
man’s last words. Christ! He took the man’s life. He could’ ve tried harder to hear
the guy’sfinal comment on leaving thisworld.

“What did you tell the police?’

Matt lowered his eyes and shook his head. “No. No police. We dumped his
body intheriver.”

He didn’t notice her wide-eyed astonishment and continued to speak without
plan, using wordsthat bubbled needfully from primordial fissures. “Most of thetime
life changes slowly. But every now and then aclear distinct event happens, and you
know you'll never be the same again.” He lifted his eyes to look at her. “But you
never know how you’ll turn out.”
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Carol narrowed her eyes. Matt guessed she was turning keys, searching for the
one that would unlock his message. Obviously, hiswords were relevant to her own
life-altering event, that of her brother’s murder. More evident, however, was the
personal nature of his statement. Surely it concerned a grave matter distressing to
him. Carol would need moreinformation to unravel the mystery of Matt’simpromptu
confession, but she asked no further questions, and her face gradually saddened.

Matt was certain his words had upset her. This is not the time to be with
Carol. Their chance encounter was no guarantee of ajoyous mingling. Sometimes
coincidences are plain wrong. Matt decided to say no more and to leave her when
it was appropriate. He had to get on with the rest of the day. Oh yes, and he would
bring the loaded .357 with him, just in case.
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CHAPTER 11

steady rain beat on the tan Taurus asit cruised along a two-lane route on

the outskirts of Union, New Jersey. The heavy drops echoed inside, where
Matt flicked hiseyesfrom mirror to mirror, checking for other vehicles. Herounded
abend and saw the entrance to J.J. Waste and Carting up ahead. To theright, adirt
road cut into the construction site he and Frankie had visited yesterday. He turned
onto it and parked behind atall bank of thick brush that ran parallel to the two-lane.
Just fifty yards away, with a clear view of the entrance, Matt judged it to be agood
location and shut off the engine.

He dlid his hand under the seat and assured himself the .357 remained wedged
inthe opening he had sliced in the carpet. Matt considered putting the weaponin the
inside pocket of hisleather jacket, but decided to leave it where it was.

Because of the rain, no construction work was being done. The assemblage of
giant machines lay idle and the huge tract of land deserted. This wasn't the case
with Jimmy’s operation. Tank-trailers and refuse hauling trucks regularly entered
and exited the waste facility. Some roared right past him. None noticed his hiding
place. He checked his watch. It was 3:20, ten minutes until Jimmy’s expected
departure. Matt settled back in his seat and thought about Carol.

He wondered why he had mentioned to her that he had killed a man. What
purpose did it serve? What did she represent? Some sort of confessor, some sort of
salvation from his predicament? Was he speaking to Robert through her. . . to the
dead man. . . or even to God? Maybe he was searching for an alternate way to
pray? If so, why couldn’'t he just overcome his pride and speak directly to God?

His chest throbbed and tears misted hisvision. Helooked up at the weeping sky.
“Please help me get through this. Forgive me for taking another man’s life. But
Jmmy is a horrible person who deservesto die. If he wasn't so evil, no amount of
intimidation could get me to kill him. He's afiend who's destroying the beautiful
home You gave us. Earthismost precious. It should be cherished by all who believe
in You. Please understand | trust my actionsto be justified. Please forgive me.”

Matt felt lighter, consol ed that he had addressed the Supreme Being, Creator of
all things. This soothing state reminded him of when hewas agrade school boy upon
receiving Holy Communion. With the wafer host slowly melting on histongue, he
would return fromthe altar rail to hispew and bury hisfacein hishandsto commune
silently with the Holy Trinity. Hisforemost pleaat thetimewasthat hisparentslive
until hewas old enough to withstand the great pain of losing them. God kept Hispart
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of the bargain, but Matt didn’t. His mother died when he was thirty years old, long
after Matt had forgotten to keep in touch.

Would God accept this renewed contact born out of desperation? Matt hoped
He would listen and forgive, for God is merciful and understands the weakness of
man. What Matt needed to do from now on was to be virtuous in all aspects of his
life. He could no longer simply turn morality on and off whenever he needed God's
help. He would have to evaluate the purity of all future actions. Suddenly, avivid
picture of him sucking Laura's breast gripped him body and soul. Was physical
arousal an element of wanton immoral behavior? Would he have to give up the
pleasure of soft skin in order to please God?

This same conflict had destroyed his piety to God and religion the first time
around. Labeled impure thoughts and ranked as mortal sins by the Church, these
prurient images and desires had flooded his adolescent brain, gradually swamping all
doctrinal taboos. The sheer number of impure fantasies had overwhelmed him. With
his defenses weakened, Matt surrendered without a grand and final theological
battle. Like a used-up general, hisreligious devotion merely faded away.

But now that he was older and wiser and understood that Catholicism with its
rigid rules wasn't the only avenue to holiness, perhaps there was a way he could
have his lust and heaven too. Matt sensed such a self-centered compromise was a
form of hubris, and worried it might turn God against him. Hismoment of peace had
ended.

Matt lowered the window, and the car filled with the clay scent of wet earth and
the freshness of hard rain. These physical elements offered some relief from his
ethical skirmishes, but more was needed for areturn to tranquility. He closed his
eyes and concentrated on the sound of rain splashing the roof and nearby puddies.
Inhaling and exhaling, slowly and rhythmically, Matt began to empty his mind of
thought and induce a meditative state. This technique, which he had learned from
Buddhist Yoga, many yearsbefore, nudged the conflicting ideas of spiritual morality
and suppl e breasts from his mind.

But another contentious thought asserted itself and posited that the modern
world, with its free market of religions, provided easier access to a personalized
deity, and Matt, like most people, sought God in a non-sacrificial manner easily
suited to hislifestyle. Matt was drawn to defend himself. Instead, he focused more
on his expanding and contracting diaphragm. As he struggled to get his meditative
pursuit back on track, another pestering thought broke through and mocked his
efforts by asking - Can a Buddhist reach a higher level of consciousness while
sitting atop a semi-automatic handgun?

In the distance, Matt heard atelltale creaking sound and opened his eyes. He
saw the front gate to J.J."s yard slowly roll open and unveil along black Cadillac
blowing smoke from its tailpipe. Matt snapped back to the palpable world. By
Franki€'saccount, he knew Jimmy wasin thelimousine, about to be driven hometo
Mulberry Street.
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A stout security guard, dressed i