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Nikki






I did not blow up the Mona Lisa. Not only did I not blow up the Mona Lisa—an old leaker of a boat whose blowing up could be construed as a favor to the aptly named Rusty Cook—I did not blow up any part of Rusty’s marina. My brothers will, of course, say otherwise. They had quite the laugh at my expense over coffee at Ella’s Place.

Rusty had been on the lookout for a boat for me. It had taken a lot of gumption and crow-eating to get to a place where I could consider buying a boat. I needed a cheap one, because God only knew how much money I’d be able to squeeze out of the Massachusetts Bay Commission via the research grant proposal I’d spent three long months laboring to produce.

The head of the commission was Ned Anderson. Ned, a brilliant shark researcher in his own right, had tumbled a long way: to full time administrator of a bullshit state commission. Though to hear Ned say it, it wasn’t a tumble but a reward for all the years he’d spent roughing it on a California channel island—an island that only had electricity every other day— in order to unlock the mystery of white shark feeding behavior. I had spent five years on that island with Ned. We were married at the time.

One divorce and one un-granted California grant later, I was back on Cape Cod, in Provincetown, living just off Bradford Street with my father and in dire need of a job. I wrote the proposal. Then I revved up my resolve, packed away my pride, and called Ned. He agreed to a meeting at the Long Wharf Marriott in Boston. It wasn’t supposed to get personal. Really. I had every intention of sticking to business.

I had my only dress dry-cleaned. I put my hair up and put on my gray suede shoes. My pop actually looked up from the TV.

“Where you off to, all done up?”

“Job interview.”

“No kidding? Max Groper hiring you on?”

Max Groper was head of Coastal Studies here in Provincetown. I had asked Max for a job when I first got home, but Coastal is a small budget operation with limited funds for another researcher. The only other jobs around were fishing, which two of my brothers did, and working at Dairy Queen, which my baby brother was just shy of doing. As was I, come to think of it.

“The Bay Commission,” I said, as breezily as I could manage.

“Ned’s commission?” My father raised his eyebrows. I must say, he looked as though he didn’t quite believe it

“It’s a job, not a reconciliation,” I said, not quite sure I believed it myself.

* * *
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NED AND I MET IN THE bar of the Marriot. He’d already ordered a glass of Pinot for me, knowing that would be what I wanted. The sad truth is that was what I wanted. I hated that he knew me as well as he did.

“You look great,” said Ned, handing me the wine. I wish he’d said something snide, like ‘your hair looks better down’ or ‘you’ve got poppy seeds in your teeth.’ Either of those would have unleashed a little fury, which might have led to him wearing the Pinot instead of me drinking it. Then again, that wouldn’t have gotten me anywhere. Not that I got anywhere except to a room on the fifth floor.

I’m not proud of myself and it pains me to even mention it. All that I can offer in my defense is that Ned is six four, blond, and was probably a Viking in a former life. He looked good in a suit. We had a fairly passionate history, a history I could not easily forget, and after half an hour and two wines, it felt as though we’d never left that island. One thing led to another. Ned said something to the effect of ‘I’ve missed you,’ and I said something likewise, which led to hand holding and a little light kissing. Then Ned said that he thought about us a lot and recounted those nights without electricity when we’d found other ways to stay warm and he said he missed those nights. And I said I missed them too and thus the whole train wreck was set into motion.

We got a room, consensually. And everything that happened in said room was entirely consensual. It felt familiar, right down to Ned’s hogging the blankets and me having to tug them back in the middle of the night. All that familiarity led to regret. By 5:00 a.m., after spending a sleepless hour watching Ned’s chest rise and fall under the bedspread, I was ready to admit that everything that had come between us was my fault. I put my hand to his shoulder and he stirred. “Ned?”

“What?” he opened his eyes, looking groggy and unsure of where he was. “What time is it?”

“We need to talk.”

Ned leaned up on an elbow to eye the clock radio next to the supersized bed. “Oh God. I’ve got to go.”

“Go? What about...?” I’d been ready to pour my heart out like a packet of Splenda.

Ned was already out of bed, hunting for pants and socks, swearing to himself. He handed me a menu. “Order up room service. They have fresh fruit. Get whatever you like. Bill it to the room.”

I handed the menu back. Actually, I threw it at him. He ducked and it thudded against the wall. “I don’t need to be compensated.”

“I’d like to stay, babe, but I’ve really got to go. I’ll talk to Senator McGowan. I’ll set up a meeting. I promise.”

I stared at him as he re-tied his tie. I wish I’d thought of a comeback, but I was too stunned. “So slam, bam, thank you, ma’am,” I managed.

He turned around. “Nik, don’t. Okay?” Then he gathered up his briefcase. And, upon walking out the door, actually said, “I’ll call you.”

* * *
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SO THERE YOU HAVE IT, five years on an island with sporadic electricity and you get breakfast and I’ll call you. He did call. Guilt or regret had gotten the ball rolling. Senator McGowan was itching to visit the Cape in April and we could talk about a grant. On the night before my big meeting with the senator and Ned, Rusty called to say he’d found the perfect vessel for my research. A beautiful sparkler of a morning that promised spring also seemed to portend a bright future as Rusty and I climbed aboard the Mona Lisa. Rusty pulled the throttle and morning birdsong gave way to the cough and rumble of an engine. Dark clouds scattered to the horizon and perfumed the air with motor oil.

“She’s a little rusty,” Rusty said, chuckling at his pun. “but she’s ship shape, don’t you worry about that.”

I all but rolled my eyes at him. My brothers were fishermen, my father and uncle had been fishermen, and my grandfathers, both of them, had been fishermen. In short, I came from a long line of fisher folk and I knew from boats. I would have bet my Portuguese American ass that the Mona Lisa was hardly ship shape. “Does she come with a bailing bucket?” I asked Rusty.

Rusty chuckled again. “She’s a good boat. A good boat,” he said, petting the wheel as though she might be asked to go fetch.

“Did Leonardo da Vinci christen her himself?” I asked, scraping a flake of rust from her side.

“That’s good. Funny. No. How about we go below deck? I’ll show you the galley,” Rusty said, nearly running for the ancient stairs that led to the ship’s aptly named bowels. Below deck the Mona Lisa smelled as though she hadn’t been aired since she was built some fifty years earlier. Rusty, seemingly oblivious to the overpowering mildew, put a pudgy hand to the two-burner stove wedged into a dark corner. “The stove’s near new,” he said, running his hand, which still bore his Provincetown High class ring, along the burner’s rim. The hand landed on the control knob and he turned the gas, which didn’t light the gas ring. He tried again, still nothing but a mild gassy odor accompanied by a strange hum that rose from the stove well.

For a minute I wondered if mildew could make a sound. Though if it could, I imagined it would be more like the hiss of a snake than a hum or a buzz. This noise had a definite buzzing quality. The pudgy class-ringed hand that Rusty had been using to turn the burner knob off and on and off and on came up and swatted its owner on the ear. And in another half minute the buzzing materialized into a swarm of bees. Bees angry at being disturbed after long months of peace in the bowels of the Mona Lisa.

I grabbed the stair rail and chugged up the stairs, Rusty and the bees tight on my heels. And, although I was not inclined to swim the Atlantic in April, I hoisted myself over the boat’s side into the icy water. Rusty cannonballed in beside me, causing a wave that set the water around the Mona into a tizzy.

We climbed onto the dock looking like half-drowned seals. I’d worn the same dress and suede pumps that had so impressed Ned a month earlier. The pumps had changed from soft gray to ruined wet.

“The bees are no problem,” Rusty brushed down his chinos as though taking a dive into the North Atlantic fully dressed was something he did routinely. “We can fumigate. That’s all it will take. A little call to the exterminator and she’ll be right as rain. Important thing is she’s tight. She’s one seaworthy boat.”

Rusty’s impromptu sales pitch was followed by a pop, which was followed by a hiss, which was followed by an earth-shattering boom. Rusty and I were hurled back into the water by the percussion. The tsunami in the explosive wake lifted us, flung us onto the beach, and left us there like flotsam. What was left of the Mona Lisa was floating in bits and pieces on the waves, as was what was left of the dock and the Mona’s neighbors.

Ears ringing like the bells in the steeple of Notre Dame, Rusty and I were left dazed and numbed by the icy water, each looking to the other for proof that we had survived.

“That will solve the bee problem?” my brother Pete said over coffee at Ella’s Place the next day. “Please don’t tell me you actually said that to

Rusty.”

I told him again that I did not blow up the boat. As to the comment, I take the Fifth.
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Chapter Two
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Marco






I’ll never make gnocchi again. Don’t get me wrong, I like a nice gnocchi and I do it up pretty good, if I do say so myself. With just the right balance of cream and garlic, it’s food for the angels as my Nona would have said. But some foods, they have memories attached, and gnocchi, that’s a memory I’d just as soon forget.

It was me and Angelo Del Rossi in the kitchen at Roma’s. Angie, he’s this big slow thug of a guy. Jesus and Mary, he didn’t know a paring knife from a carving knife and was not likely to learn anytime soon. I was cooking for my silent partner, Fat Phil Lazario. Fat Phil would have owned the place outright if he didn’t need somebody who knew what was what in the kitchen. Fat Phil was also my father-in-law, being as I had been married to his daughter, Lark, for a few months. Only, by then, things with Lark and me weren’t so good and the week before all this happened, I’d moved out of the apartment. Lark wasn’t about to tell her old man that I was living in the storage room on account of the fact that she had lied and cheated. But I got to thinking that if I came clean, Phil would recognize my value and see that Roma’s could be a real jewel in downtown Newark, an up and coming area, and he’d keep his end of the bargain we’d struck and finance the place until I could buy it outright. Truth was that he’d probably keep up his end because then he could continue meeting with questionable people about questionable business propositions about which I would plead ignorance. Which was my end of the bargain. I just hoped, that after hearing my side of the story about what happened between me and Lark, Phil would think twice about meeting with some questionable guy about ending our partnership on a permanent basis.

The gnocchi had to be perfect. “What do I know from perfect?” asked Angie as I handed him the slotted spoon.

“Just taste,” I said.

“Jesus, Mary, and Joe,” said Angie “that’s hot. What’s with you, anyways?”

“I’m telling Phil that me and Lark are done for.”

“Jesus, Mary, and Joe, why you want to go and do a such thing?”

Angie knew I’d caught her cheating and said he wasn’t surprised being as Lark had always been a hot potato. Still, I wasn’t about to tell anybody, especially not Angelo, that it wasn’t one guy but three that I caught her with. It was too humiliating to think about and, to tell the truth, I didn’t know what I was going to say to Phil. I hadn’t really thought about what was what besides the gnocchi, which I made because it was what Phil’s sainted mother always made and was probably still making up in heaven. I filled two plates with steaming pasta and ladled on my special garlic sauce and threw on just enough parmesan to make it pretty.

The dining room at Roma’s had only five tables and five booths with red plastic checkered cloths and Chianti-bottle candles. The walls were paneled and the whole thing looked like the inside of a cigar box. But all I had to do was close my eyes and I could see it, the way it would be someday. Someday there’d be a plush carpet to replace the shabby green indoor-outdoor. Someday I’d have real table cloths on all the tables and strolling musicians playing requests and a wine list from here to California. If only I hadn’t caught Lark in a four-way with three guys from Fat Phil’s construction company.

That night the place was empty, which is where me and Phil differed in our business plan. He liked it that way and I didn’t. It was empty, excepting the one booth where Phil sat across from Vladimir Dostovic, known in North Jersey as Vlad the Impaler and not because he loved his history. I should have known that Vlad and Phil sitting across from each other was suspect. They weren’t, you might say, on the same side of things. Rivals might be a nice way to put it. Adversaries, if you are so inclined.

I brought the gnocchi to the table, one plate in each of my two hands. Then, just as I put the plates down, Phil drew a gun from out of nowhere and the next I knew, Vlad’s head was in the gnocchi. Fat Phil looked at me with a pair of snake eyes that would scare anybody into nightmares, and my heart started to beat so hard I figured it would be coming out of my eyeballs soon.

“Have a seat,” said Phil. I heard a chair scrape behind me, though I was so scared I swear to God I couldn’t have turned my head if I’d wanted to. I felt Angie’s big hand on my shoulder and he was pushing me down into the chair he’d brought up to the table.

Phil shoveled a forkful of pasta into his mouth. “This is good,” he said, then he took a sip of Chianti to wash it down. Jesus and Joe, you’d of thought we were having a friendly conversation. Except that there was a dead guy with his head bleeding into the gnocchi across from Phil.

Phil looked up from his eats and watched me stare at the body before taking another bite of pasta. “So, what’s this I hear about you and Lark?”

“I’m sorry,” I said. My throat felt like it was swollen and it was hard to even squeeze those few words out. I was kind of surprised Lark had told him.

“You’re sorry,” Phil looked at me like he was sad about this. “Well, isn’t that something? It’s too fucking bad, you know. You’re one hell of cook. You go behind my back, get my only daughter, my little girl, involved in Vlad’s escort business. But you’re fucking sorry. You think this Russian scumbag was going to do better by you than family?” Phil pointed his fork at the body. “This what you had in mind when you made deals with the competition? I treated you like my own son. But, hell, you’re sorry.”

I had no idea what he was talking about. “I didn’t...” I started to say.

“Save your breath,” Phil said. “I heard enough. I heard plenty.” I felt Angie’s big hand on my shoulder again. Swear to God, I’d forgotten he was there. “Get him out of here,” Phil said to Angie.

“Come on,” Angie picked me up by the collar. “We’re going for a little ride, you and me.”

My next thought, as Angie escorted me to the parking lot was that this couldn’t be happening. I was just a chef from Jersey who wanted his own little restaurant. How did I all of a sudden end up in the sequel to Goodfellas?
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Chapter Three
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Nikki






By the time the police had sorted the details and the emergency first responders were assured that Rusty and I were unscathed, it was so late that I figured I’d missed the meeting. I took a hard look at myself in the rear-view of my Toyota truck. My hair stuck in waves against the side of my head like a pair of floppy ears. You could have mistaken me for a Brittany spaniel that had rolled in wet sand.

It’s a testament to my desperation that I drove to the Provincetown Inn anyway. Ned’s car was still in the parking lot. My first stop was the bathroom, where I attempted, with mixed results, to dry my hair under the hand dryer while using my fingers to comb out the sand. I did manage to go from looking as though I had frolicked on the beach to looking as though I’d merely lain down in a sand dune, but I would be hard pressed to say that I was anything near what would be called presentable.

Ned was sitting with a well-dressed gray-haired woman. Ned, who was facing the door, caught sight of me, said something to the woman — who I knew from photos to be the senator—and walked double pace to the door. He caught my arm and steered me into the hallway. “Where the hell have you been?”


“And a good morning to you, too.”


Ned took a step back and assessed, “And what the hell happened to you?”


“A little accident. At the marina.”


Ned’s eyes narrowed. “What kind of accident? You didn’t run anyone over, did you?”

I narrowed my eyes back at him. Now was hardly the time to bring up my run-in with the illustrious Professor Harvey Gilmore. Harvey Gilmore is a big man in oceanographic circles. Thirty years ago he wrote a book called Changes in the Deep which is still a must read for all oceanography undergrads. In the thirty years since its publication, Harvey Gilmore has progressed from prominent oceanographer to drunken womanizer. This, unfortunately, did nothing to sully his reputation. 

He was the man who held the purse strings on the next round of grant money for my research in California. I met with him, dressed much as I was now only drier, at a luncheon where Dr. Gilmore told me how much he admired my work. He put a hand to my knee and said that there were so few women in our field. And fewer pretty ones, he said. Then he invited me to his beach cottage in Malibu, his hand all the while snaking up my thigh. We could discuss the grant, he said. And enjoy a bit of relaxation and recreation. He winked at the word recreation and said he bet I looked fabulous in a bikini. It was at that point that I got up and took my leave. Dr. Gilmore followed me to my car and said I should think about it. I answered him by running over his toes. The toes were broken, as was any hope of getting grant money.

“Are you going to introduce me to the senator or not?” I asked Ned. I was not willing to get into yet another tiff about the proper response to sexual harassment.

“Not. Look at you.”

I had looked at me and the sad but unavoidable truth was that Ned was right. Unless I could convince the senator that my enthusiasm to understand the ocean’s populations included early morning swims with the fishes, I was as sunk as the Mona Lisa. Yet the very fact that Ned had suggested I wasn’t in any condition made it conditionally impossible for me not to at least give it a try.

I marched up to the table where the senator sat and, holding out my hand, I introduced myself. “I’m so looking forward to working with the commission,” I said. The senator looked up from her coffee. She couldn’t have been more startled if I’d been dressed in scuba gear.

“Dr. Silva, is it?” she asked, sounding as though she were questioning my sanity as well as my name.

I’ve learned over the years that the cliché ‘the best offense is a good defense’ has a ring of truth to it. “That’s right,” I answered, taking Ned’s chair and helping myself to coffee. “You’ve had a chance to look at the grant proposal?”

The senator glanced uneasily at Ned, who stood behind me, ready to escort me out on the smallest pretense. “Dr. Anderson might have mentioned it.”

“Might have?” I said, looking over my shoulder at Ned.

“The senator has a lot of important things on her plate. A dogfish study is just one of them.”

“Dogfish?” asked the senator.

To which I felt my only recourse was to educate the woman from Massachusetts as to exactly what it was I was proposing. I outlined the study, the main purpose of which was to take a population count of shark so that the commissions setting fishing regulations could make informed decisions about those regulations. It was clear by the time I got halfway through my mini-lecture that the senator would not have been able to tell a shark from a spotted owl. Moreover, that she did not care to make the distinction.

“I’ll see what we can do.” The senator put her napkin carefully on her plate.

“It’s very important,” I emphasized again. “The life of the fishing community depends on it.”

“Well then,” the senator checked her watch. “I’ve got to be moving along. Beverly was quite impressed with this place. I’m sorry she couldn’t be here.”

“Beverly?” I asked

“My daughter,” said the senator. “She wants to have the wedding here. She likes to get my opinion on things, wanted me to see it. So I agreed. A field trip to the Cape is a pleasant proposition after all. Pretty here in spring.” The senator looked me in the eye. “And the locals are quite colorful.”

“Beverly Santos is the senator’s daughter?” I asked Ned, once the senator had driven off. Beverly Santos was Ned’s assistant. She was twenty-two and had the body of a well-endowed Greek goddess.

“Santos is her father’s name,” said Ned.

“I don’t give a damn,” I said. “Let me get this straight, the only reason the senator came to the Cape was to case out the Provincetown Inn for a wedding reception?”

“Not the only reason. I gave the grant proposal to her intern. I arranged for you to meet with her. She’s a busy woman, but the proposal will get read. Not that it needs to, now that you’ve given the full report yourself.”

“I thought we were here to discuss the grant proposal. It’s difficult to discuss a grant proposal you haven’t read.”

Before Ned could answer me, his cell phone rang. He walked off to answer it, though I couldn’t help overhearing snatches of the conversation. “Hi, sweetheart. Yes....She loved it...It will be fine...About two hundred guests?”

Either Ned had become Beverly Santos’s wedding planner or... It hit me like a thunderbolt. “So, who’s the lucky groom?” I asked Ned once he’d gotten off the phone.

“Groom?” Ned eyed my car keys. No doubt wondering if I could control my impulses.

I wasn’t sure that I could. “Were you going to tell me?”

“Of course I was. Not that you and I.... We’re divorced, Nikki. It was only a matter of time until one of us...”

“Cheated on their fiancé?” I offered. I told Ned, in no uncertain terms, exactly what I thought of him. And I also may have threatened to call the lovely and buxom Beverly to inform her as to exactly what she was getting herself into.

“You wouldn’t,” said Ned.

To which I got into my truck and started the engine. And nearly ran Ned over, but only because he stood in front of the truck with his arms out.

I pulled the parking brake and got back out. “Despite whatever delusions of grandeur you may have, you are not a superhero,” I told him. “And if I wasn’t so averse to spending the rest of my life dribbling a basketball in a prison yard, you’d be dead about now.”

“You haven’t changed, babe.”

I slapped him. Hard. “I guess you’ll say I deserved that.” I got back in the truck. “I’ll make it up to you,” he said, grabbing the door before I could slam it shut.

“How?”

“I’ll make sure the senator reads your proposal.”

“When?”

“Soon.”

I took off the parking brake and put the truck in drive.

“I’ll figure out something.”

“You better figure something out,” I said, giving him the ‘don’t mess with me’ stare I’d learned by virtue of having three younger brothers. Then I shut the door and drove off, wishing the lot hadn’t been paved so that I could have left Ned standing in the dust.
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Marco






Angie brought me over to the Lincoln that Phil had parked out back of Roma’s. The car could have featured in a gangster movie, big and black, with tinted windows. Unlike in the movies, Angie opened the passenger door in front and told me to get in. Since he was the one with a gun I wasn’t about to question his methods. We wound through downtown and got on the Jersey turnpike. Angie turned the TomTom on and a woman with an English accent started saying things like “stay in the center lane,” which added to the sense I had that if I pinched myself I’d wake up on the cot in the storage room of Roma’s.

“What were you thinking?” Angie said, as we headed away from Newark towards Manhattan.

“Where are we going?”

“Jesus and Mary, what were you thinking getting mixed up with a girl like Lark Lazario?”

“She told me she was pregnant. I wanted to do the right thing by her.”

“Jesus and Joe, what are you, a choir boy? Girls like that don’t get in the family way by accident and if they do, they take care of it.”

“Fat Phil is a good Catholic.”

Angie gave me a look like I just jumped from the crazy train. “You were thinking with your fire hose instead of your noodle. You’re no kid. I would a thought you knew better.”

Damned if he wasn’t right. Because if I’d have been thinking straight I never would have been fool enough to get tangled up with Lark.

I had banged around for a long time after I left my home in Trenton and decided to make it big in the Big Apple. A couple of years of community college and I was gonna rule the world. I got work as a dishwasher in this little joint down in Tribeca and since the so-called chef was hung over most mornings, he let me do the prep work. Which was how I figured out I liked to cook. I was damn good at it, too. So I saved my pennies, went to cooking school, and got a real job as a sous chef in a nice place Mid-town. I spent the next ten years cooking at different places and drinking at the bars of those places and meeting a lot of women.

Then I met Lark. It wasn’t strangers across a crowded room, understand. I didn’t get hit by a lightning bolt or anything like that. She was just another hot girl sitting in this bar, Rudy’s, where I was working at the time. A week after we hooked up, I found out her daddy was one of the biggest mob bosses outside the city. Three weeks later, she called me out of the blue crying her eyes out. Said she needed to talk to me. So I met her down in a local diner and there sitting next to her was Phil, with this big medallion hanging from what ought to be a neck and a big bulge in his jacket that wasn’t a wallet.

Lark was sniffling into a napkin and Phil said that I got her in trouble. Swear to God, took me a minute to catch his meaning.

“You do right by her,” Phil said. Then he said that he’d set me up nice, in this little place. And I could almost see it. Not that I wanted to marry Lark, but maybe it was time to settle down, you know? And besides, when a guy like Fat Phil demands you do right by his daughter, it doesn’t seem you have much of a choice. ‘Course, I found out she wasn’t pregnant. She told me when I caught her in bed with three burly guys. You’d have thought I would have figured it out sooner.

“You’re right. I’m a moron,” I said.

“Fucking moron,” said Angie, nodding in agreement.

“I don’t even know what Phil was talking about. All I know from Vlad is that he drinks Stoli on the rocks.”

“I thought you was smart. You went to college, right?”

“Community college,” I said, as though maybe that would excuse my getting mixed up with Phil and company.

Angie sighed and began talking slow, like I was a kindergarten kid and he was teaching me the alphabet. “Vlad’s got an escort service. Imports girls from Eastern Europe.”

“And so?”

“Think, Marco.”

And just like that, the coin dropped. All those late nights when I’d get home before Lark though it was 2:00 in the morning. She’d tell me she was out with her girlfriends. I was putting a lot of time into Roma’s, not paying much attention. “Lark?” I said. “Lark’s running a game with the Russians? Her father’s rivals?”

“She don’t get on with the old man as well as you think. Phil catches wind of what’s going on and...”

“Lark set me up for the fall. She threw me under the fucking bus.”

“She was working you from the start. Months ago, Phil first started sniffing the air.”

“Holy shit, I am a moron.”

Angie shook his head. “Nah, you got hosed. Could a happened to anybody.”

“Look, you don’t want to off an innocent man, do you? I know I’m an idiot but Jesus and Mary, is that a good enough reason to put me on ice?” 

“I don’t want to,” Angie said.

“So don’t. Don’t do it. All you got to do is drop me off in Times Square and let bygones be bygones.”

“What are you, loco? This is Fat Phil we’re talking about.”

We were coming up on the tollbooth for the George Washington Bridge. What they say about New York never sleeping is true. It was nearly midnight, but the toll plaza was jammed up with traffic, most of it big trucks hauling the next day’s wares to the city. Angie rooted through his pocket and came up with a quarter and two lint-covered pennies.

“You got any ones?” he asked.

“Excuse me?”

“I need cash to pay the toll. This car don’t have E-Zpass and they don’t take credit. So, you got any money?”

“Let me get this straight. You want me to pay the toll so that you can dump me in the East River?”

“You don’t have to put it that way.”

“What way you want me to put it?”

“You got money or no?”

“No.”

“Hand me your wallet.”

“Let me get this straight. You want me to hand you my wallet so that...?”

Angie patted the piece under his jacket. “Don’t go making this difficult.”

What could I do? I handed him my wallet. He started riffling through it. “Jesus and Mary, I thought you said you was going to the bank.”

“You thought wrong,” I lied. I grew up in Trenton and had lived in New York most of my life. Wallets were what muggers and hit men snatched from you. Last place you want to keep your money.

Angie pulled out a handful of ones and started counting as a WalMart double trailer pulled up to the right of us. “You got five ones here. Toll is eight bucks. Where am I supposed to come up with three bucks?” We were surrounded
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