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Synopsis

Midnight, New York Harbor, 1949. Cantor Gold, dapper
dyke-about-town, smuggler of fine art, waits in her boat under the
Brooklyn Bridge for racketeer Gregory Ortine. In the shadow of the
bridge, he’ll toss Cantor a satchel of cash, and she’ll toss him a
pouch containing a priceless jewel. But the plan, and the jewel,
sink when a woman in a red sequined dress drops from the bridge and
slams onto Cantor’s boat. She is Opal Shaw, Society Page darling
and fiancée of murder-for-hire kingpin Sig Loreale. Through a night
of danger, desire, and double-cross, Cantor must satisfy Loreale’s
vengeance, stay ahead of an angry Ortine, and untangle the knots of
murder tightening around Opal’s best friend and keeper of her dirty
secrets, Celeste Copley, a seductress who excites Cantor’s passion
but snares her in a labyrinth of lies. The lies explode in a
collision of love, loyalty, lust…and death.
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Chapter One

New York City

March 1949

Just before midnight

 


I am Cantor Gold. I’m one of those females who
confuse you, maybe even intrigue you, even if only a little, which
is still more than you might care to admit. According to upright
citizens—you know the type, busybodies like your next-door neighbor
or the schlemiel who signs your paycheck—I’m a dangerous person, a
threat to the very fabric of society. Well, maybe I am; my way of
life and way of love certainly tug at society’s threads. But if you
ask me, those threads could use some serious tugging. The fabric of
society is too damned tight for my taste, threatens to cut off my
air. Especially lately, what with all your hot-for-love GIs rolling
stateside during the last four years, all pepped up since they
clobbered the Nazis and the rest of the Fascist gang. The fellas
expect their cozy little nest to be exactly the way they left it,
with their wives waiting in the kitchen or their girlfriends
daydreaming on the front-porch swing. The Johnnies are marching
home and they want their women back, back from me, if they only
knew, from a dame tagged butch.

Look, there were lots of lonely ladies during the
war who needed a soft shoulder and a little companionship to help
them through all those empty, scary nights, so let’s just say that
whenever I could I did my bit for the war effort.

And don’t get all drop dead about the butch tag, its
whiff of the brutish or clumsy, because I’m neither. Brutes don’t
have the soul to court a woman’s passions as I like to court them.
And clumsiness, in my outlaw love life and rogue profession—I
smuggle art and other priceless treasure into the Port of New
York—clumsiness could get me killed or locked up.

I’ve been locked up, just once, spent a night in the
city slammer about six months ago, and it didn’t have a goddamned
thing to do with the smuggling racket or the rough stuff that comes
along with it. Nope, it was for dancing at the Green Door Club with
a sweet little redhead whose blue eyes were as clear and pretty as
the Central Park lake in springtime. Christ, what a night, courtesy
of one of City Hall’s periodic anti-vice flimflams. The cops raided
us, hauled everyone off to the lockup, where they bloodied us but
good. I’ve been beaten up before, by cops, by gangsters—it happens
in my line of work—I knew I could handle it. But a lot of the girls
were just innocents led to a slaughter.

Yeah, you heard me, I said slaughter, because when
the cops raped those girls, it was as bad as beating them to death.
A potbellied sergeant in a sweaty white shirt and a wedding ring
too tight for his pudgy finger started the party. When he unzipped
his fly and his pecker popped out, it was so swollen and red it
looked like it had been skinned alive. This sonuvabitch sergeant
pulled the red-haired kid from the crowd while another sweaty cop
held me back with a billy club pressed across my chest. The
sergeant slammed the kid against a wall, pulled up her skirt, and
pulled off her panties with such force the silk cut her thigh. Then
he pressed her head to the wall. Her eyes got big and round,
searching frantically for me, but I couldn’t push past the cop with
the billy club. I felt helpless and sick to my stomach when the
sergeant ran his fat fingers around the kid’s nipples while he
hollered at the rest of us, “Take a look, perverts! This is how
it’s natural, how it’s legal!” Then he rammed his pecker
into her, over and over, her back scraped bloody against the wall.
One of the other cops turned a radio on, turned the music up loud
to drown out her screaming, but it didn’t help. I still hear her
screams in my sleep through Perry Como singing his hit parade tune,
“A, You’re Adorable.”

But I bet the red-haired kid’s dreams are a lot
worse than mine, and not just about the rape. When the cops were
done with her, she tried to wash herself at the only sink in the
holding tank, but someone had puked in the sink and the police
matrons never bothered to clean it up. The matron at the desk
nearest us outside the tank was a skinny dame whose well-pressed
uniform marked her as the type who valued cleanliness, so I asked
her if someone could come clean the sink. She didn’t even bother to
laugh.

That crummy night killed off any stray thoughts I
might’ve had about maybe going legit, working a regular job,
fitting myself into the fabric of society. Why bother? The
straight-backs who run the world with their laws and their hired
truncheons mark people with my romantic predilections as criminals
just for living, so I figure I don’t owe the rest of their rules
and regulations any allegiance. Frees me up all the way around.

Like tonight, out here on the East River on this
beautiful March night, a bottle of good Chivas scotch to keep me
company while I sit in my boat, tucked up against a stone support
tower under the Manhattan side of the Brooklyn Bridge. My boat’s a
dandy fifteen-foot utility job with a hefty engine for speed, low
to the water and with good lines for maneuverability. She’ll
outdance a cop cruiser anytime, but I don’t figure we’ll have to
rhumba to that numba tonight. Red Drogan and I have the night’s
business timed as tight as a racetrack clock.

Meantime, with my black sweater and watch cap
blending me into the shadows and the Chivas going down smooth, I
can relax a little and take in the terrific view of the ships and
tugboats sailing the harbor beneath the Manhattan skyline. The sea
air provides the pleasure of a bracing sting along the scars on my
face: a small one shaped like a knife above my lip, a jagged slash
on my left cheek, and a sharp curve, like a sickle, above my right
eye. Each one is a souvenir of my outlaw ways and my brazen
freedom.

The pleasures of the river are also my protection.
The rhythm of the harbor, the wind telling tales in my ear: these
things keep me sharp, alert me to danger. Cops think they can
outwit me by hiding inside the harbor’s booming noise. What those
boys don’t get, most of ’em anyway, is that a smuggler stays alive
by listening for what’s on the other side of the foghorns and the
buoy bells, hearing past the bellow of the big ships and the
growling engines of tugboats. I’d hear a prowling cop boat through
all of this tumult and still pick up the rolling lilt of midnight
traffic crossing the bridge a hundred feet over my head, a steady
whoosh soothing as a sweetheart’s whisper.

The whiskey is doing a good job of warming me
against a chill that’s rolling in on a light fog. I like fog. It
dresses up the harbor, puts a silvery halo around the big March
moon, and wraps the famous skyline of Lower Manhattan in a luminous
stole. Just look at all those tall, slender skyscrapers, classy and
arrogant as society dames watching the dazzling theatrics on the
docks below. And what a show! The waterfront shimmers bright as
footlights on Broadway, lighting an all-night razzle-dazzle dance
of steel cranes and brawny men who wrestle the nation’s goods in
and out of port.

I am a speck in this enormous harbor and all its
goings on, an unnoticeable outlaw speck who clears a hefty income
by slipping some of the world’s most fantastic loot into the hands
of private collectors and swooning curators of famous museums. Next
time you’re on upper Fifth Avenue along Central Park, wandering
through the rooms of—well, let’s keep the name of the joint quiet;
if you and your family pause to look at a famous Italian painting
or maybe an ancient Greek urn that catches your eye, chances are
you can thank me for the pleasure.

So you see? Life is full of pleasures, enough to go
around for people like you and people like me. And the night’s
still young, barely midnight. A rather delicious pleasure is
waiting for me after my business on the river is done, a royal
bauble passed, and a sack with the royal sum of twenty-five
thousand dollars tossed in my lap. That kind of money will warm me
very nicely and heat up my after-hours night on the town with the
lovely Rosie Bliss, a cabbie with the skills of a first-rate
getaway driver, a taste for my outlaw life, and an interesting
fondness for the scar above my lip. Rosie also worries about me,
says I’m getting reckless, says that maybe I have an unconscious
death wish. I tell her that people with a death wish don’t shop for
a new car, and I’ve been looking at the line of ’49 Buicks.

So, no, no death wish for me. If I’m out for a
wilder ride these days, it’s because I’m free of recent
distractions, free from things that sapped my energy and ate me up
alive, unreliable things like dreams of hearts and flowers and
growing old with the ladylove of my life…

Sophie…Sophie de la Luna y Sol…her long black hair
swaying along her shoulders, the way she’d tilt her head when she
fussed with an earring, a timeless gesture, as if she’d learned
about earrings in a previous life as a contessa.

Those distractions disappeared when she did, when
the city swallowed her and the night hid the crime. I went a little
mad after that, aching to the bone with missing her, hating myself
because I couldn’t protect her, and going crazy because I didn’t
even know who or what I couldn’t protect her from. I spun in every
direction to look for her, scraped every corner of the city for any
trace, even badgered every doorman on her block for any scrap of
information. I called in every favor from every pair of eyes and
ears along the docks and on the streets. I questioned her mother
and father and kid brother so many times, they finally got a
restraining order against me. The madness almost deep-sixed me
until I saw that my only way out was to rip life’s sweeter emotions
from my soul. Love wouldn’t matter to me anymore. I wouldn’t lose
anyone I loved ever again.

Dammit, Drogan’s late. He should’ve been here by
now. He’s cutting it too close. We’d timed tonight’s handoff down
to the seconds between the scheduled runs of the harbor cops. One
of their patrol boats should be sliding under the Williamsburg
Bridge up at Delancey Street any minute. Won’t be long ’til it’s
under the Manhattan Bridge, that lacy piece of work less than two
minutes north of me at Bowery and Canal Street.

Another pull of the Chivas helps kill the tension,
then I tuck the bottle under my arm and slide my hands into the
pockets of my chinos. My right hand takes comfort in the cold steel
of my Smith & Wesson .38 while my left hand wraps around a
leather pouch containing a silver-and-emerald doodad that’s a
hundred and seventy-five years old.

I’ll tell you a secret: a hundred and seventy-five
years may as well be the day before yesterday in the better class
of the art and treasure trade. But with an emerald the size of a
walnut and a lady’s name engraved in the silver in French and
Russian, then we’re talking about a brooch that graced the bosom of
a particularly zesty Russian empress. I took possession of the
thing about a half hour ago from the bursar of an incoming liner, a
guy who’s been a reliable courier for my goods. The tricky part
came after, when I sailed it past a couple of US Customs lookouts
and between the boats of the New York Harbor Police. Talk about
your pleasures.

There, up ahead—and it’s about time—Red Drogan’s
tugboat. With Gregory Ortine on it. I can almost hear the sleazy
social climber salivate. Ortine’s the fussy type, been pestering me
for weeks about these arrangements. I had to explain to him a
thousand times that we’d make the handoff under the bridge soon
after I got the brooch, that I’d set things up this way so the
brooch would never touch land, never be traced to American shores
from the time I picked it up until Ortine takes it wherever he’s
planning to take it. I told him to tie up his yacht outside the
twelve-mile limit of territorial waters, then motor his launch to a
set of coordinates south of Ellis Island to meet Drogan. I don’t
want the registration number on Ortine’s launch showing up in New
York Harbor tonight, so I told him to come into port aboard
Drogan’s tug. And I warned Ortine not to tell me or Drogan where he
moored his yacht or where he’s planning to go afterward. That’s the
kind of information that could jam me up later in case of trouble.
I told Ortine that if he lets that information slip, even blurts it
by accident, the deal’s off. I’d toss the pouch into the
river—minus the brooch, of course, but Ortine wouldn’t know
that.

Drogan’s tug, on the other hand, is a working boat
and a familiar sight in these waters, so there’ll be no reason for
any patrolling cops to pay attention when he glides the tug under
the bridge. The shadow of the bridge will cover us when Ortine
tosses me the sack with the twenty-five G’s and I toss him the
pouch with the brooch. Everyone will then just sail away. Drogan
will ferry Ortine back to the Ellis Island rendezvous spot and
collect his own payoff from the guy. If Ortine stiffs Drogan out of
his cut, Drogan will roll him for the brooch and throw him
overboard. I hope that doesn’t happen. Ortine’s flush with
clip-joint money and has social aspirations that need a show of
good taste, like having an art collection. He’s exactly the kind of
long-term customer I like to develop.

For my part, Ortine’s twenty-five grand will nestle
snugly beside his ten-thousand dollar down payment sleeping
peacefully in the safe in my office.

I muzzle the urge to make a dash for Drogan’s tug.
I’ve been in the smuggling racket long enough to know when to hang
back, make the money come to me.

But all bets are off when a siren howls! The shriek
rips the air, bangs back and forth against the bridge’s stone
tower, and tears into my eardrums. Goddamn harbor police: a patrol
boat is barreling toward the bridge.

I don’t know if her crew’s spotted me. Don’t know if
they’re even after me. The cops could have their eyes on any one of
the vessels on the river tonight. I can make a run for the pier
nearest me, Pier 21 at Dover Street, slip my boat through the
pylons under the pier, and then disappear into the action on the
docks where rough guys with grappling hooks who load big ships and
take their orders from the Mob aren’t known to go out of their way
to clear a path for the cops. I’m dressed just like a lot of
roughnecks on the waterfront. If I keep my head down, chances are
the cops won’t spot me.

But I’d be going home twenty-five grand light. No
pleasure in that. No way around it. If I want my dough, I’ll have
to outrun that shrieking police boat. I can lose the cops after I
get my cash. Believe me, I know how.

I take a quick slug of whiskey to kick my gut, then
push off from the tower. The prow clears the bridge and I’m ready
to start my engine, make a run for Drogan’s tug.

Something slams down on my boat, loud as a hard
smack on the ass. The city and the sky wrench sideways—what the
hell am I doing in the air?

The black river is rushing at me, then I slam into
it with a wallop that almost tears the skin off my face before I’m
sucked down where it’s goddamn freezing and goddamn dark. My legs
pedal like crazy. I get my arms into the act, finally break free of
the river, cough it out of me so I can grab some air. A blazing
bright searchlight nearly blinds me, but I can see through the
glare what’s left of my capsized boat.

A woman is sprawled over the hull. Her red dress
shines.


Chapter Two

They’ve laid her out on the deck of the police boat.
The famous cheekbones are all banged up. The silky body is broken
at angles, her red sequined dress twisted in every direction, the
sight of her as heartbreaking as a kid’s Raggedy Ann doll in a
trash can. You’d hardly recognize her as one of the most beautiful
faces to ever grace a gossip column. One of the cops on the boat,
an older guy, shows a little class when he lays a blanket over her,
tucks it around her torn shoulders.

But she won’t need the blanket to warm her. Her skin
can’t feel the chill in the air or the needles of river spray
flying around us. She won’t feel her bones bang around from the
bounce of the boat. She can’t feel the boat. She can’t feel
anything.

In life the lady had plenty of things to feel good
about, expensive things like diamond jewelry and classy cars, most
of it paid for by big shot Sig Loreale. But even a big shot gets
stuck in the mud sometimes, and Loreale got stuck a couple of years
back, caught taking the skim from some cheapjack garbage scow
operation. The dough was small change for Loreale, who makes more
serious money in all sorts of rackets, the biggest being his
contract murder outfit, but it was enough to send him to Sing Sing
for eighteen months. He’s getting out tonight, as a matter of fact,
and for the last few weeks the newspaper scribblers, radio
spielers, even those Brylcreemed yakkers on that new box, the
television, have all been jabbering about Loreale finishing his
stretch at midnight tonight. It’s a few minutes past that now.

The poor guy won’t have his sweetie to come home
to.

Loreale’s dead ladylove goes by the name of Opal
Shaw; though I wonder about the Shaw moniker, with its Highland
Lass ring to it. Not with those cheekbones and hair as black and
wavy as a shadow rippling on the river. By the look of her, I’d say
the Shaw was probably wrenched out of something else—Schwartz,
maybe, or Scalisi, the sort of names I knew in the Coney Island
neighborhood of my rowdy childhood. By the look of her…

She was something to look at, all right. Before
Loreale went to prison, there were plenty of pictures in the papers
of Opal and Loreale arm in arm at the city’s hot spots. They’d have
late suppers at Sardi’s with the after-theater crowd, sip martinis
in a blue-and-white zebra-skin booth at El Morocco with the
swellest of the swells. Opal would be wrapped in expensive furs.
Plenty of mink, sure, but the more exotic kinds, too: leopard,
ermine, even tiger. From what I could see in the pictures and in
newsreels at the movies, Opal Shaw looked as supple and elegant in
fur skins as the creatures who’d worn them on their bones before
her.

She sure drove the gossip columnists crazy. A
society scribbler wondered how a night-crawling party girl like
Opal Shaw landed the notoriously reclusive businessman Sig Loreale,
who was rumored to have ties to the underworld, or so the papers
said. Another slobbering gossip-meister went gaga over Opal’s long
hair, compared her to the sleek danger of a prowling panther. If
that reporter saw her now, dead on the deck of a cop boat, her
famous black mane wet and tangled around her busted-up face, he’d
have to lose the panther angle and compare her to something else,
maybe a squid.

The bulky mass of Sergeant Bram Feek inserts himself
into my reminiscences of Miss Shaw as gently as a boulder rolling
over a flower bed. Feek has to shout to be heard over the engine, a
shout that explodes from his mouth like an ogre’s belch. “What’s
your story tonight, Gold?” Feek’s the skipper of the patrol boat.
He’d beat me up if no one was looking.

I’m soaked and cold to the bone, so it’s tough for
me to shout or even make civil conversation through my chattering
teeth. “I was…out for a sweet little cruise on a fine night,
Sergeant.” I bet Feek is warm and cozy inside his big blue police
slicker.

River spray and moonlight are kind to the sergeant’s
thick mug, make him look less like an unmuzzled pit bull, more like
a dented Christmas-tree ornament. He kills my good impression of
him when he grins, spits, aiming for my face, but the wind carries
Feek’s spit backward into the river spray. He knew it would. I can
see it in his entirely too satisfied grin. “So,” he says, “it’s a
fine night, is it?” He’s grinning at me like he’s enjoying a
fantasy of killing me. “One night you’ll play it a little too cute,
Gold, and when you do”—his grin is really nasty now, a stretching
slit of hate across his yellow teeth—“look for me at the head of
the long line of cops muscling each other outta the way to be the
lucky fella who gets you locked up.”

Locked up. Hearing those words come at me from a
cop’s mouth makes me edgy, makes me remember my lousy night behind
bars, and makes me wonder, too, how long I can outrun the danger of
my life. If the sad day comes when the Law snares me, I hope it’s
not until my twilight years when sharing a cozy prison cell with a
pretty little murderess might not be so bad.

Meantime, I’ll take my pleasures where I find ’em
and right now I’m about to grab a small one at Feek’s expense. “I
wouldn’t jump the line too soon, Sergeant. The department should be
less concerned with locking me in and more concerned with
who’s getting out. It’s a sure bet that Sig Loreale will be
interested in what happened to his ladylove.” My numb lips and
chattering teeth must make my own smile as grotesque as Feek’s, an
idea that gives me great pleasure as I flash the smile at him. His
clumsy counterpunch, a showy sneer meant to vanquish me, or at
least annoy me, makes me giddy instead. I have to turn around and
look at the action on the waterfront or I’d laugh right in his
rotten face.

We’re coming up fast to the docks. The pier at Dover
Street is already mobbed with so many reporters and press
photographers pushing their way out of the wharf shed that the
morgue’s meat wagon is having a helluva time getting through. The
photographers are popping their flashbulbs fast as a firing squad.
What a bunch of ghouls. I swear, those characters must sleep with
their clothes on and police-band radios crackling beside their
beds. Look at ’em, elbowing the morgue boys and each other to get a
good spot, get the first grim picture of the big shot’s dead dolly.
The twirling light on the meat wagon shows up their true colors,
smears all of ’em blood red.

Feek’s looking at the hubbub on the pier, too. His
bulldog nose flares like he’s caught the scent of something cops
fear more than the danger of the job: aggravation. There’s nothing
that tangles up a cop more than the aggravation of buttinsky
reporters, except maybe buttinsky politicians, and Opal Shaw’s big
splash is a sure hook for both. Feek rubs his mouth like he’s
craving a stiff drink but would settle for a tall bicarbonate of
soda. “Goddamn sonsabitch reporters. They had to go squawk about
Loreale gettin’ outta prison tonight. And now his woman is nothin’
but a dead fish on the deck of my boat. Christ! Next thing,
I’ll have the goddamn police commissioner round my neck and the
mayor round my ankles.” Feek eyes me, studies the scars on my face
as if they’re drawing him a picture.

He says, polite as a professor, “You’re a member of
the criminal class, Gold, so what do you think happened to the
hoodlum’s dame? Maybe she might’ve wanted to cash it in? Maybe she
wasn’t as happy about Loreale comin’ home as she was supposed to
be? Or maybe she might’ve had a little help goin’ over the
bridge?”

“How the hell should I know? Nobody paid me to catch
her.”

Feek sneers at me again. I guess he didn’t like my
answer.

The patrol boat slows as we get close to the
pier.

The last thing I need in my line of work is my face
plastered all over the city’s morning dailies. I hang back until
Feek’s crew carries Opal up the ladder, then I wait until the
camera crowd and pen pushers and radio gossips swarm around the
main action of Opal being laid out on a gurney and wheeled across
the pier. Nobody’s paying any attention to me when I start to climb
up, but I pull my soaked woolen watch cap lower, keep my head down
anyway.

A rough yank on my sweater pulls me backward, fast.
I slam against Feek. His knuckles dig into my spine as he twists
the back of my sweater, stretching it across my chest, tightening
the wet wool around my neck. He slides his stubbly chin over my
left shoulder, gets cheek to cheek with me. His day’s growth of
stubble scrapes my face like sandpaper. His breath, a sour gas
stinking of cheap cigars and old cheese, turns my stomach almost as
much as having his body pressed against my back.

“Not so fast, Gold! Don’t think you’re gettin’ away
from me just like that.”

If Feek wasn’t choking me, I’d vomit from the stench
coming out of his mouth. His stubble grinds my cheek as he tilts
his head down. The brute’s ogling my chest. He spits a small laugh,
the filthy sort that made your mother wash your mouth out with
soap. “Well, you coulda fooled me,” he says. “I doubted you had a
pair!”

I’d like to wash Feek’s mouth out with his own
blood.

I grab as much air as I can, but Feek’s fingers are
tightening the neck of my sweater. He’s not trying to kill me, just
prove he has the power to shut me up.

I won’t let him shut me up, not as long as I’m alive
and kicking. Between choked gasps and gurgles, I manage to grind
out, “Get your…eyes…off my pair, Feek, and I…won’t ram the…heel of
my shoe…into yours.” My right foot is up between Feek’s knees.

Feek snaps me loose but grabs my arm again fast,
spins me back around, shows me his pit-bull’s teeth, shows me who’s
boss. He even barks, “Get up there on the pier! A detective radioed
the boat. Two of ’em wanna talk to you. They got a few questions.”
He pushes me toward the ladder, pushes my head hard enough so my
face slams against the wooden slats. What is it with cops slamming
people’s heads?

I’m spitting splinters out of my mouth as I climb
up.

If the two gold shields standing over me wonder why
I seem unsociable, I could tell ’em I’ve got twenty-five thousand
reasons at the bottom of New York Harbor and one more reason right
under my derriere: the iron stanchion they shoved me down on is ice
cold through my soaked chinos.

These two boys are just like all the other night
shift detectives who’ve tried to lord it over me through the years:
out-of-style overcoats, scuffed shoes, faces as ashy gray as their
shapeless fedoras, and feral, bloodshot eyes that never seem to
blink until sunup. One guy’s snarly, the other’s quiet, scribbling
notes with a stub of a pencil on a pad of paper. The snarly one
does all the talking.

“Did you know the victim?”

“I’ve seen her picture in the papers,” I say.

“What about Sig Loreale? Know anything about
him?”

“What everyone knows. Papers say he’s getting out
tonight.”

“What were you doing in the harbor at this
hour?”

“Nice night, nice moon. Say, did ya see it shine
through the fog?”

“What about that tug heading your way?”

“Which tug? This is New York Harbor, for
chrissake.”

The cops give me a blanket from the morgue truck to
wrap myself in while we jabber. I give them nothing but
conversation. When the conversation is over, the snarly cop takes
the blanket back and the quiet cop hands me a dime for the subway,
since everything I’d had in my pockets—my billfold, the brooch, and
my gun—is now at the bottom of the East River.

They let Opal keep her blanket, though, when the
morgue boys slide her into the meat wagon.

*

Cash and crime never stop flowing in the City of New
York. They just make less noise at certain times of night in
certain parts of town. Around here, for instance, in these dark
streets and alleyways behind the docks, where waterfront gangs do
business for the Mob bosses, you can’t hear the crackle of dirty
money changing hands in the damp rooms above the tradesmen’s
shuttered shops. You won’t hear the muffled groans of some poor
schnook who’s behind on his loan payments, getting beaten to a pulp
in a moldy corner of one of the old brick warehouses. You can’t
hear the whispered deals being made in the back rooms of City Hall
or in the basement of the criminal courts building a few blocks
away. The only noises out here on Ferry Street tonight are the
moans of the foghorns drifting in from the harbor and the squish on
the pavement of my waterlogged deck shoes. My only companion is my
own shadow sliding around me on the sidewalk whenever I pass under
a street lamp. The only money I can lay my hands on is the police
department’s dime in my pocket.

The last time I had only a dime in my pocket I was a
randy kid under the Coney Island boardwalk, and even though a dime
got you a whole lot more then, it didn’t get as much as I wanted.
Same story now. Best it can get me tonight is a phone call or a
ride on the subway.

I’ve been keeping an eye out for a phone booth. I
spot one at the corner, start to pick up my pace, but I’m stopped
short by a guy’s phlegmy voice suddenly behind me. “Stand still,
don’t turn around, you don’t gotta see me. All you gotta do is
listen. Be at Mr. Loreale’s place later.” The guy makes his point
with a gun to my spine. The cold barrel stings through my wet
sweater. But it’s not just the icy steel that makes me shiver. It’s
feeling the vibration of the vast web Loreale’s spun through the
city. He’s been out of the slammer only minutes, and he already
knows what’s happened tonight and my part in it. He knew where to
send this guy to shadow me.

I say, “What’s later.”

“Late enough so he can get back in town, soon enough
so he don’t hafta wait long. Know where his place is?”

“Doesn’t everybody?”

“Don’t gimme any smart lip. Just be at Loreale’s
place.”

“You have a car? Give me a ride to my apartment so I
can change into dry—” But the gun is gone from my spine, the guy is
gone from the street. Just as well; I wouldn’t want that fishy
article knowing where I live.

I head for the phone booth I’d spotted in front of a
rope supply place on the corner. Funny, how a sight as common as an
empty telephone booth can beckon like a haven in the darkness, its
shiny blue-and-white enamel Bell Tel sign holding out a promise
that when I close the door my freezing flesh will get a little
relief from the night chill.

I step inside. The door keeps the chill out, all
right, but the overhead bulb is busted. How many other little
indignities are gunning for me tonight? I have to tilt my head just
right to allow enough light to dwindle in from a street lamp so I
can see the dial. I pull the cops’ dime from my soggy pocket, feel
around for the coin slot, and drop the dime. It clatters down,
ringing its bells and jangling my nerves, until it lands in Ma
Bell’s lap and she gives me a dial tone so I can dial Judson Zane,
a talented young jack-of-all-trades who works for me. No one types
faster than Judson. No one is better at digging deep into the city
to find people who can perform certain necessary services but don’t
ask questions. The only person Judson hasn’t been able to find is
Sophie, though he works his sources first thing every morning and
last thing every night. He hasn’t turned up anything yet, and until
he does, we just don’t talk about it.

Judson’s phone rings, keeps ringing. The way my
luck’s running, it would fit right in if he’s not home. Or maybe my
call is interrupting one of his interesting nights. The town’s debs
and coeds are crazy about Judson, his skinny build, wire-rimmed
glasses, and all. I don’t know what he tells them he does for a
living, but I don’t worry about it, either. Judson’s code of
secrecy is more impenetrable than the vault at Fort Knox.

He finally answers on the sixth ring.

“It’s me, Judson,” I say. “You alone?”

“Yeah. Did everythi—”

“I’ll fill you in later. I need you to drive
downtown, come pick me up. I’m at the corner of Ferry and Cliff.
And look, I’ve already had cops in my face and a gun in my back and
I’m out twenty-five grand, so do me a favor and make it snappy. And
bring your office keys.”

“What the hell—? What are you talking about, out
twenty-five grand? Didn’t Ortine come through with the cash?
Cantor, I spent weeks setting up a cold trail of customs
stamps just so Ortine could squeeze that big emerald in his tight
fist.”

“You’ll read all about it in the morning papers,
Judson. Hell, you might even hear about it on the radio while
you’re driving down here. Listen, get a hold of Rosie. I’m supposed
to see her later, but if she’s still hacking, you’ll have to stop
by the office and put in a radio call to her cab. Tell her to meet
us at the office right away. And bring your rain slicker.”

“But it’s not raining.”

“Just bring it. Believe me, you’ll thank me
later.”

“See you in fifteen minutes.”

Fifteen minutes to go nuts with myself just standing
around in the dead of night in Lower Manhattan, watching old
newspapers fly around on the cobblestones, my eye catching
headlines: the scribblers are still bellyaching about Joe Louis
retiring from the fight ring a couple of weeks ago; old Joe Stalin
died last week, which is sad for his wife and kids but maybe nice
for millions of Russkies who won’t be rounded up to rot in Siberia;
President Truman is busy sunning himself in Key West, Florida,
though I’m sure he took the time to send a thoughtful note to
Stalin’s widow; and Sig Loreale is getting out of prison.

I wish I had my bottle of Chivas to warm my innards
and maybe drown the sickening memory of Opal Shaw broken and
bleeding on the hull of my sinking boat. And I could use a
cigarette from the pack of smokes that the East River swallowed up
along with everything else. The fifteen minutes creep along, a
torture of shivers from lousy memories and my increasingly cold
flesh, until the glow of the curbside street lamp slides along the
chrome on the fender of Judson’s blue Chevy. He bought it this past
December, when the showrooms were making rock-bottom deals to move
the last of the ’48 models. Saved himself a bundle.

His rain slicker is on the front seat. I
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