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North Albany

Present Day

Here’s the skinny, Mr. Marconi: I was jogging my usual route at the usual time of morning, having put in the usual number of words on my new work in progress which, in this case, was a mystery about a man who goes to sleep in his own bed but then wakes up on a train bound for New York City and has no idea how he got there. 

But the plot is beside the point. Point is, it’s what I uncovered during my jog that’s the reason I’m here. It wasn’t that I discovered something, so much as I smelled something. Something bad. Something rotten. Like the decay smell you get from roadkill, especially roadkill that’s been exposed to the summer sun for a while, rained on during the night, and then baked in the hot sun again. You look like you’re no stranger to jogging and pumping iron, so you get what I’m talking about, Mr. Marconi. 

I stopped and inhaled the rancid air. I had a choice here. I could either ignore the odor and keep on jogging my last mile home, or I could do what a writer with an inquisitive brain should do. I jumped over the guardrail that separated the road from the woods and began to investigate. 

It’s early August, as you already know. The woods are thick and dark, like a jungle. It rained the night before and the moisture was soaking my running shorts and T-shirt more than they were already damp with sweat. I like to drink beer which also means I tend to sweat a lot when I run. My girlfriend hates it, but I bet you can relate to that also. 

As I walked, trying to keep the twigs and branches from slapping me in the face, the smell got worse and worse. When I came to a small patch of woods that was bare, other than a dirt floor matted with tall grass that had been crushed by the footsteps of what I guessed to be more than one man or woman, I fully expected to find a dead deer. But it wasn’t a deer. It was a full-grown man. A young man, maybe in his early twenties.  

He was lying on his back, his bloated body stiff and looking like it was about to explode out of his clothing which consisted of a pair of filthy blue jeans and a black T-shirt that had the name of that band, Metallica, on it...Never liked Metallica by the way. 

But the dead guy’s hair was long, maybe shoulder length, and just as filthy as his jeans. Clothespinning my nostrils with thumb and forefinger, I took a tentative step closer to the body and saw that his mouth was wide open and that little green flies were buzzing inside and out of it, laying their tiny white larvae. His eyes were also wide open. They were fully dilated and the color of rotten egg yolks.

My heart was pounding in my throat now, and my temples were banging like tympany. You see, Mr. Marconi, I’ve written many scenes about dead men in my novels, but this was the first time in my fifty years of life on this planet that I’d ever come across a real dead man. My stomach felt tight and queasy. For a long beat or two, I thought I might lose my cookies. But after breathing in and out of my mouth, I calmed down. 

“How the hell did you die?” I asked myself while taking yet another step closer to the dead man. 

That’s when I saw the knife that was sticking out of his right side. Judging by the handle, it had to be a fighting knife that the Army issues to its conscripts. Trust me. I’m a pulp fiction writer and a writing professor at the State University, and I take pride in my research. The entire eight inches were buried in the man’s rib cage. Don’t ask me what came over me, or what made me do it, but I went around the body, grabbed hold of the knife, and pulled it out. 

It was then that I fully expected him to sit up, wipe the filth from his face, and bound up on his feet. He’d say something like, “Thanks, man. If you hadn’t come along, I might have died out here.” 

But of course, nothing of the sort happened. While I stood there gripping the knife in my hand, the body remained dead. What was it the great Hemingway said about the dead men he came across on the violent battlefields of the Spanish Civil War? Yes, that’s right, Mr. Marconi, “The dead look really dead when they’re dead.” You obviously know your Hemingway.  

Anyway, I stood there for a while with the knife in my hand and I’ll be damned if I could not take my eyes off the body. As bad as it smelled and as sick as I felt, I just couldn’t move. It was like I’d gone catatonic or something. 

But then I heard a car pull up. No, wait, that’s not right. I heard a couple cars pull up, their tires working up the gravel that covered the soft shoulder. Some doors opened and I heard some men get out. I knew right away they were big, muscular men like yourself, and I could tell they were big men by the way they barreled through the woods. When they came to the opening where the dead man and I were, I could see they were cops dressed in blue uniforms. 

One of them drew his weapon and told me to drop the knife. He then made me get down on the ground and put my hands over my head. It probably comes as no surprise to you how shocked and humiliated I felt. But I did what he told me. I laid myself right next to the dead guy. 

That’s when they cuffed me and carted me downtown, like a common, everyday criminal. That’s the real story here. They thought I was a murderer...a goddamn murderer. 
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We had come to the point in the Marconi PI Services initial consult where I thought I might enjoy a cocktail. No, that’s not exactly right. We’d come to that point where I fucking needed a drink in the worst way. You can pardon my French, but I really don’t give a fuck. 

Opening the bottom right-hand drawer, I pulled out a bottle of Irish whiskey and two drinking glasses. I set them on the desk. I poured one for my new client and one for me. We both drank in silence since there was nothing to toast to. Not yet anyway. 

I set my empty glass down. So did he. I poured us two more which we both allowed to sit for a spell. Self-control is everything when it comes to booze. Keeper the experienced.   

“And that’s when you called your lawyer, I suppose,” I said, as I eyed Russel Sellers, bestselling pulp fiction author and college prof, from across my wood desk. 

He was also a little man for a big author. Barely five-feet-two inches.  

“You obviously know your business, Mr. Marconi,” he said, taking hold of his drink. “They were talking about booking me on the spot. If it wasn’t for this one, tall, in-shape, plain-clothed detective who looks a lot like a Clint Eastwood...” shaking his head... “what’s his name again?”

“Miller,” I said. “Chief Homicide Detective Nick Miller.”

“Yes, that’s him,” Sellers said. “Ever since I had the COVID, my brain is mush.”

“That sucks,” I said, “considering your occupation.”

He nodded. 

“If not for Detective Miller,” he went on, “I might be behind bars right now.” 

I sipped some whiskey and sat back in my wooden swivel chair. It was an old chair that had been left here by the previous owner of my century-old garment company building.

“So, you didn’t kill the kid?” I asked. 

Despite his cropped salt and pepper beard, his face went pale. For a beat or two, I thought he might drop my glass to the wooden floor. That would have pissed me off to no end since I’d have to go to the Dollar Store to buy another set. I hate the Dollar Store. But runaway inflation has forced me to lower my standards.  

“Mr. Marconi,” he said, “I’m here to hire you to find out who killed the young man so that I don’t get nailed for his murder.” 

“Let me guess,” I said, “Miller let you go because there isn’t enough physical or circumstantial evidence to hang onto your size extra small ass. But he still considers you a suspect. Perhaps the prime suspect.” I drank a little more. “Am I getting warm, Mr. Best Sellers?” I couldn’t help saying it. 

He formed a small grin and scrunched his brow. He pointed at me with the index finger on his free hand. He bobbed the finger up and down like it was a fishing rod. 

“He told me you’d be like this,” he said. 

“Who told you what, Sellers?” I said. 

“Miller,” he said. 

“You told him you were hiring me?” I said. 

“I asked him if he wouldn’t mind if I put a third, less overwhelmed party on the case,” I said. “He suggested you.”

“Less overwhelmed party,” I said like a question. 

He rolled his blue eyes, drank down his whiskey, and once more set the glass on the desk. This time I didn’t refill it. The more for me. He straightened the lapels on his blue blazer and crossed his legs. He was wearing black Gucci loafers with no socks. Maybe it paid to be a mystery writer and a writing professor. Bet he hit on all the adoring girls. Even the tall ones.   

“You know how busy the police are these days with that stupid defund the cops movement,” he said. “I’ve never heard of anything so ludicrous in my life.” 

“The current mayor of our fair city supports it,” I said. “She also supports equity over equality.” 

He smirked. 

“I realize Albany is the home of the Democratic Machine,” he said. “But it’s not nearly as radical as New York City has become. The place is positively unlivable these days. In fact, it’s become so leftist and so violent, that you might actually lose your life just walking down the street. That’s why I took the job teaching at Albany State last semester. It got me out of the city, for good.” 

...Just walking down the street...

“Singing do wah diddy diddy dum diddy do,” I sang. 

He glanced at me with eyes at half-mast. 

“Excuse me?” he said. 

“Never mind,” I said.

He inhaled and exhaled. 

“I actually lost my wife when I was still living down in the city,” he said. “Thirty-five years of matrimonial bliss.” 

Oh hell, now he was expecting me to show some empathy. 

“I’m sorry,” I said. “Was she murdered?” 

He shook his head. 

“Aneurysm while brushing her teeth,” he informed me. “I’d gone out for coffee and bagels at our favorite deli on Upper Park Avenue. When I got back, she was lying on the floor, the water running in the sink, and the toothbrush still in her hand. I tried mouth-to-mouth but she was already cold.” 

His eyes seemed to tear up a little. 

“Is that also one of the reasons you moved out of New York?”

“Partially,” he said. “Like I said, there was the job, and some of the publishers and my fellow authors don’t approve of my politics either.” 

“Politics?” I said. “I thought fiction writers were supposed to be woke Social Justice Warriors.”

He nodded, but not happily. 

“That’s the problem,” he said. “Rather, it’s been a bit of a problem for me.” 

“Having trouble getting published these days, Mr. Sellers?” I asked. 

“It hasn’t been easy as of late,” he said. “But I get a steady paycheck which is a good thing.”

“Have you in fact, been canceled?” I asked. 

“I’m not sure,” he said. “But my agent hasn’t been returning my calls. What do the kids call it? Ghosting?” 

“How’s your money situation?” I asked. 

He gave me the look I expected him to give. The What’s-it-to-you? look. He crossed his little legs and then recrossed them the opposite way. 

“I don’t understand the relevancy of the query,” he said. 

“First off,” I said, “I wanna make sure I’m going to get paid if I decide to take the case. And second of all, people who are used to having money and then suddenly don’t have shit are prone to doing desperate things.” 

“Like what?” he said. 

I scrunched my shoulders. 

“I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe rob a bank.”

“I assure you my financial situation is just fine,” he assured me. “I don’t need to rob a bank unless I feel like doing it for research for one of my novels, and yes you will not only get paid, I’m happy to offer you a retainer of...”

He allowed the thought to dangle which meant he was looking for me to fill in the blank. 

“I’m three hundred per day, plus expenses. If I need to hire an assistant, he will be considered an expense. You can cut me a check for three thousand. If I find out who killed...” It dawned on me I didn’t know the deceased’s name yet. 

“Ben DiNuzzo,” he said. “Believe it or not, he was an aspiring fiction writer also.”

“What a coincidence,” I said. “You got an address for the formerly alive, Mr. DiNuzzo.” 

He shook his head.

“No,” he said. “But I’m certain Detective Miller can fill you in on what you need to know.” 

“That and Google,” I said, standing. 

He too stood. I’m five feet, nine inches, close to two hundred pounds from daily weight-lifting sessions with my sometimes assistant and full-time brother-from-another-mother, Blood. I towered over Mr. Sellers. 

“So, you’ll take the case?” he said, his face dead serious. 

“For now,” I said. 

“Excellent,” he said.

Turning, he started for the door. 

“Ah, Mr. Sellers,” I said, “aren’t you forgetting something?” 

He stopped and about-faced. 

“Excuse me, Mr. Marconi?” he said. 

“My three-K deposit,” I said. 

“Oh,” he said, taking on a slight grin. “I didn’t think you were serious about that.”

“When it comes to money, Mr. Sellers,” I said, “I’m most definitely serious. Dead serious, in fact.” 
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As always when I found myself suddenly employed by someone I didn’t know, but whose story sounded dubious at best, I headed straight to the bank to cash the check as soon as he’d left the building. Since the KeyBank was in walking distance on the corner of Central and Lark, I slipped into my blue blazer so that it concealed my shoulder holstered .45. Grabbing my cell phone, I shoved it inside the blazer’s interior pocket. I then retrieved my bad-ass aviator sunglasses, put them on, and made my way down the wood stairs and out the steel industrial door onto Sherman Street. 

My red Toyota 4-Runner was parked across the street. Like some of the vehicles that get broken into in this neighborhood, the criminal element knows enough to keep their distance from me and anything that belongs to me. That is, they want to use their legs for walking. I made my way to the end of Sherman and went right on Lark. Casually, I walked the two blocks to the busy Central Avenue.

Crossing the road at the crosswalk, I made my way to the ATM. It was one of those ATMs buried inside the exterior concrete wall, and when you used it, you felt like you were living in a fishbowl. This was the concrete jungle, after all, and who knows the pairs of eyes that were watching you, including electronic eyes. 

I pulled out my wallet, inserted my card, and punched in my pin code. The machine asked me if I wanted to see my balance. I pressed “No,” since looking at my balance would have only served to give me agita. It then asked me if I wanted to make a deposit or a withdrawal. I went with the latter. “Cash or check?” it asked. Again, I chose the latter. 

A separate horizontal entry slot opened. I placed the check inside it. It swallowed the check. A picture of it showed up on the electronic screen. It asked me to approve the $3,000 deposit. I approved it. The machine went through some computerized calculations for a few long beats. If the check was made of rubber, that’s when I would find out about it. But Sellers must have been acting on the up and up when he cut me the check. Because it immediately cleared. 

It warmed my heart to know that I once more possessed a healthy bank balance. The machine asked me if I would like to make any more transactions. That’s when I felt the heavy hand come down on my shoulder. Instinct kicked in. I reached for my .45 and pulled it from the shoulder holster. With the barrel pointing directly outward, I turned quick. 

“Are you fucking kidding me?” I said, staring at the obsidian God. 

“Don’t tell me you gonna shoot the best friend you ever had,” Blood said, not without a grin. 

I returned the pistol to the holster before an APD cop saw what was happening. 

“Nice going,” I said. “Now KeyBank has my white ass on CCTV drawing a hand cannon on a big Black man. That should go down well on the six o’clock news.” 

“Don’t worry,” Blood said. “I know the head of security who runs this branch. He’ll kindly delete the footage.”

“And why doesn’t that surprise me, brother?” 

“And why do you ask, brother-from-another-mother?” he said, that grin getting even wider. 

Turning back to the machine, I was about to press the button that indicated I didn’t want to perform another transaction. 

But that’s when Blood said, “You sure you don’t want some cash?” 

“Sure,” I said. 

“Then how you gonna pay for my lunch?” he asked. 

“Uh oh,” I said. “That can only mean one thing.” 

“Yup, Miller already called me,” he said. “I’ll tell you what we spoke about when we belly up to the counter at Jack’s Diner.” 

I pressed the button that would allow for another transaction. I took out one hundred dollars. Prices were so high lately, that half of it would be spent on lunch. But Blood was worth it. He was my employee now, and when it came to the gumshoe business, it paid to treat your employees well. Especially one who had saved your life countless times in the past and who would no doubt save it again, and again. 

The machine spit out my cash. I took hold of it, folded it, and shoved it in my Levis jeans front pocket.

“Let’s eat,” I said. 

“You’re driving since finding out who killed that kid in North Albany is your show,” he said.       

Together, my brother-from-another-mother and I started walking back toward Sherman Street and my 4-Runner.
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The drive from Sherman Street to Jack’s Diner took about ten minutes. Traffic, even at lunchtime, wasn’t bad in downtown Albany. We weren’t like New York City, the city that never sleeps. Not by any stretch of the imagination. The diner was located directly across the street from the APD Central Avenue precinct. It’s where Homicide Detective Nick Miller was stationed. 

For a split second, I thought about inviting him for lunch. But then I thought it would be better for Blood to fill me in on what he knew about the dead kid and if Sellers might have had anything at all to do with it. Better, that is, without Miller in our presence. 

I parked the 4-Runner in a free spot toward the far end of the popular diner. As usual, Blood was wearing his standard uniform of black jeans, black boots, and a black T-shirt that fit him like a second skin. If he was carrying a piece, he’d be wearing a black leather coat, and the gun would be concealed under it. His head was shaved as was his entire body. Take it from me. I showered with him at the Albany Strength Gym almost daily. We jogged and hefted iron together. We also had one another’s backs and weren’t afraid to give one another brotherly advice from time to time whether we wanted to hear it or not. Like too many people these days, Blood and I didn’t see skin color. We never did. We saw the human being under the skin.  

We entered the diner. It wasn’t crowded yet with the many cops who took their lunch break here. It meant we had the pick of the litter when it came to open booths or stools at the counter. Janice, the beautiful long-haired beauty was there to greet us. 

“My favorite crime-fighting duo,” she said, her green eyes wide and her smile contagious.

“Bet you say that to all the PIs and APD cops who feed their faces here, Janice,” I said, offering her a peck on the cheek. 

“And you’re probably right,” she said. “But you two are special and you know it.”

She subtly pinched my ass when she said it.  

Truth be told, Janice and I were an on-again and off-again item. She had auburn hair, green eyes, and was maybe a few years older than me. She was, however, no replacement for the woman I once considered the love of my life after my wife Fran died—a long brunette-haired woman named Val who used to be my secretary. Both women were in the past and never coming back. 

Janice was married once, and she even had a grandchild—a little girl whom she doted on. But like all of us, she was no stranger to a broken heart. On occasion, when we were feeling a little lonely, which for some cosmic reason always seemed to be at the same time, we got together for a quiet drink, a nice quiet dinner which I took pride in cooking for her, and then she’d spend the night. I might not see her other than at the diner for six months after that, but that was just fine by the both of us. Some relationships only work for a man or a woman if they’re on top of one another 24/7. Deep down, they don’t trust one another. Possessiveness replaces love. Janice and I were the complete opposite. It was a live-and-let-live scenario.     

Blood and I took what I referred to as “Detective Miller’s booth” way in the back and without asking, Janice brought us coffees. 

“Shall I put you both in for the usual, gentlemen?” she said pulling a pad and pencil from her tight dark blue waitress uniform, the hem of which barely covered the tops of her milky thighs along with a chest pocket that had the words Jack’s Diner sewn into it in red cursive threading.  

“You bet,” Blood said. “Dressing on the side as always, and ice water, if you don’t mind, beautiful.” 

“I’ll take the burger, but no bun, Janice,” I said. “If you’ll place it on a bed of lettuce, tomato, and onion, that would be great.” 

“What, no fries, Keeper?” she asked. 

I made a grimace with my mouth and scrunched my brow. 

“Doc’s got me on a medicine called Lisinopril,” I said.

Janice looked at me wide-eyed. “Don’t tell me, Keeper Marconi, that with all the roadwork and weightlifting you have high blood pressure.”

“Doc tells me I have left ventricle heart disease,” I said. “I inherited it genetically from the old man. It’s what killed him.” 

“Sounds serious,” Janice said. 

“I’m not about to have a heart attack or anything,” I said. “But I gotta keep up with the meds and eat better.”  

“It must be the job and the age,” Blood said. “Oh, and the whiskey and beer.” 

I glanced at him. 

“You run and lift as much as I do,” I said. “Our mothers were in utero together. And you drink as much as I do.” 

“Yeah, but I don’t have a bad ticker, and I haven’t spent most of my life scarfing blood-red cheeseburgers, fries, and Cokes, either. You used to smoke too.” 

“Don’t even mention the word fries,” I said, “or Janice will have no choice but to bring me a wheelbarrow full.” Crossing my arms over my chest. “And I quit the cigs decades ago on Christmas day. It was a present to myself.”

Turning, Janice said, “You boys talk among yourself while I fetch your healthy lunches.”

For a long beat or two, Blood and I just watched her posterior while she made her way around the counter to the kitchen window. 

When Blood refocused on me, he said, “You two still...” 

He didn’t bother to finish the sentence.

“When we both get the urge,” I said. Then, “And I know that you’ve been there too. Can’t say I blame you.”

“Her heart be with you, brother,” he said. “She just like me for my body. Truth be told, it happened so long ago you were still a smoker and didn’t yet possess a single gray hair.”

“She likes my body too, I should think,” I said. “But something tells me Janice also enjoyed your exceptional brains.”

“Nice segue,” he said, stealing a sip of his still-hot coffee. “So now you wanna know what I got for you regarding this Sellers character.” It was a question for which we both knew the answer. 

“Yes, the oh-so-innocent, Best Sellers,” I said, sipping my coffee. 

“Good one,” he said. 

“An obvious one,” I said. 

Blood sat back and exhaled. 

He said, “As usual, when Miller brings me in to assist you it means two things.”  

“He doesn’t trust the prime suspect,” I said, “and he believes the guy, as little and docile as he might appear on the outside, might be a stone-cold killer on the inside.”

“You ever read any of his books?” Miller asked. 

I shook my head.

“Still trying to get through War and Peace,” I said. 

“I read that over the course of a week at Green Haven when you was the Supe,” he said. 

What Blood was referring to was the seven-year stint he did at Green Haven Max on a manslaughter charge for a man he killed with his bare hands not long after said perp raped a fourteen-year-old girl not far from Sherman Street in Arbor Hill. To this day Blood claims he would do it all over again if he had to. Rough justice to be sure. Inside the joint, he earned both his undergrad degree in English Lit and a law degree. He also ran the inside on an unofficial basis on my behalf which nearly got him shanked several times. He reported directly to me weekly over lunch brought in from a local Italian restaurant in my second-floor office. When he got paroled not long after my wife died from cancer, I quit official law enforcement for good. We’ve never left one another’s sides since. 

“Well, his books are full of violence, which for hard-boiled detective novels ain’t no big thing,” he said. “But his bad guys seem to take a particular joy in roughing up pretty women and doing bad things to men who prefer to identify as the fairer species if you get my drift.”  

I drank more coffee. 

“I’m no writer,” I said, “but fiction is fiction. It’s made up.” 

“Yeah, but there can be some truth to it also,” Blood said. “I did a paper on it back when I was in school. Hemingway. That scene at the beginning of A Farewell to Arms where he gets blown up in a trench along with some Italian soldiers and his soul leaves his body only to return? That shit really happened to him. Yet, his book is considered fiction. And some mighty good fiction too.” 

“Hemingway is frowned upon by the more woke collegiate crowd these days, brother Blood,” I said. “Too misogynistic and toxically male.”

“Don’t even get me started on that political horseshit,” he said. “The country’s gone insane. College kids these days don’t even like free speech. They fascist, some of them, and they don’t even know it.” 

“Sellers was telling me much the same thing,” I said, sipping more coffee. 

“That why New York University let him go?” Blood asked. 

“It’s what he alluded to in our initial consult,” I said. “University at Albany also let him go for the same reasons.”

“We got us a pattern here,” Blood said. 

Just then, our lunches arrived. 

“Chef’s salad, Italian dressing on the side for Blood,” Janice announced. “And the naked hamburger on a bed of lettuce left-ventricle-heart-disease-special for Keeper.” 

She placed the big plates before us on our paper Jack’s Diner mats. We both thanked her, and she blew us both kisses with her hand. Did it make me jealous that all three of us were aware that she’d slept with Blood once or twice in her life? No, it did not. No one owned Janice or Blood or me, and all was copasetic in our little threesome if you want to call it that. Or maybe it’s just
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