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        Is there such a thing as too many tomatoes? Ask Johnny.

      

        

      
        When a couple of douchebag yuppies want out of their rental, they ask a private eye to have a word with their creepy landlord.

      

        

      
        Private detective Archie Bleecker made his first appearance in a “non-ghost ghost story” in Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine.

      

        

      
        Known to the world as The Irrelevant Detective, Archie’s pro bono cases typically involve objects of trivial value.

      

        

      
        Few know that Archie wears gloves to hide his prosthetic fingers, which were bestowed upon him by a brilliant but eccentric scientist.

      

        

      
        In some stories, that sort of gift would instantly make him a superhero.

      

        

      
        This isn’t that kind of story.
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        “D’Agnese writes the most unusual and interesting books.” —BookViews
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      So what happened was, Bleecker told the cab to leave him off on Sixth Avenue in Brooklyn. From there it was only a block down to President Street and Seventh Avenue. The block he walked on was lined with ancient brownstones and sycamore trees.

      Here was Brooklyn. To many it was the old neighborhood, but Bleecker knew that was bullshit. The original immigrants had come and gone, and now the front lines were manned by a shaky mix of their descendants and newcomers.

      The old people were old neighborhood wannabes, mostly Italian, and they knew the score. This was once Freddy Bones’s territory, and they knew and loved it. To them the man was a hero. A God. It was sick, Bleecker thought. These people found the mob’s invisible presence something of a comfort in their lives. They had an in. They were all paisans. The blood of Garibaldi, of Mussolini, of Dante, Petrarch, and Dean Martin flowed in their veins. They ruled, didn’t they? They’d been here longer than the yuppies. That’s what mattered. That was their edge.

      They needed that edge. Each day it became harder and harder to ignore the changes in the neighborhood. Park Slope was trendy. These days, Seventh Avenue attracted a parade of shoppers. The strip had become a symbol of New York progress: it was a place to buy stuff. It was what the city planners called a vital neighborhood. Look at the vitality! You could suck down curry and udon noodles and paprikash and sushi. And yes, don’t worry, you could still get yourself a slice of pizza or a warm bialy. There were bookshops. There were gift shops selling overpriced crystals and Judaica. There were vintage clothing stores. And antique stores, by appointment only.

      Bleecker crossed the avenue, a bank on one corner, a Häagen-Dazs on the next, and kept walking down President Street. More sycamores and brownstones welcomed him. He found the house. Rang the bell. Waited. He looked up and down the block. His eyes took in the undulating rows of stoops and staircases, the sweetly turned arches that cast shadows over every door, the satisfying rhythm of brown rock and red brick, cast-iron fences that guarded the basement apartments, and black shutters that sprouted from every window. Here was the city as it once was, restored, buffed, polished.

      It was illusion, he knew, brought forth by oceans of money. You know what it cost to repair crumbling sandstone? To sandblast and repoint those smooth, worn bricks? To scrape the stink of the past off the oaken doors and set them again into the portals, sanded, true, and strong?

      Bucks, baby, bucks.

      But God, wasn’t it worth it? Bleecker’s eyes lingered over the facades. The bricks were coated in spots with a fine white dust. Cement residue, he knew, but his mind read the fine smears as flour, spattered across the brick as if on a baker’s board. The thought of flour made him think of bread, and soon he was salivating. What would they taste like, bricks? Suppose he leaned over and licked one? What would that be like?

      Give us this day our daily brick . . .

      He caught himself as he was leaning in for a taste.

      Across the street a woman in a blue-green housedress and terry cloth slippers was moving slowly up her stoop, watering geraniums in small pots. Bleecker knew she was moving slowly enough to keep an eye on him. He was something new on the horizon, something different, an Alice in Madonnaland.

      “Can I help-a you with something?”

      It was a man’s voice, faintly accented. For a moment Bleecker thought the woman across the street had spoken. Then he looked down over the stone staircase at the balding head peering up at him from the basement door. An elderly man stood in the summer heat, all whiteness: pale skin, white hair, gray eyes, dingy T-shirt, frayed pants with sagging knees.

      “I help-a you?” the man repeated. His accent toyed with your ear, Bleecker noticed. You had to listen carefully to find it, and even then you wondered if you’d heard it all.

      “I’m looking for Mr. Giabbiondi.”

      “That’s me. What you want?”

      Bleecker smiled and headed down the stoop. “It’s a fairly long story and it’s a very hot day, Mr. Giabbiondi. Is there somewhere we can talk?”

      “Talk about what?”

      The gate was open, so Bleecker moved slowly inside and picked his way slowly, almost daintily, down the thin steps. “I’ve come on behalf of your tenants. Mr. Feigenwinter? Miss D’Arcy?”

      Suspicion fractured the man’s face. He asked Bleecker if he were, by chance, a lawyer. Bleecker said no. He was an investigator. The old man’s face hardened; the bricks behind him seemed positively supple by comparison.

      “Bastardi!” he cried. “They no live here. They move out. Is illegal, you know?” He thrust a twisted, dirt-covered finger at the heavens. “They sign the lease, now they want to break. Is not right!” His face contorted some more, and Bleecker saw that his eyes were flint, his lips thin, blood-red worms. Old as he was, the man seemed an authority on bastards. “Why do you come? There is nothing to discuss.”

      “My name’s Archie,” Bleecker said. “What do I call you?”

      “Gianni,” the old man said.

      “Johnny?”

      “No, Gianni.”

      Bleecker bowed his head and whispered, “Gianni, I am told you have a garden.”

      Giabbiondi’s eyes widened. “Sì, my jarden. You want to see? Andiamo.”

      “All he ever does is talk about that goddamned garden,” Feigenwinter had told Bleecker. “That is, when he’s not drinking on the patio.”

      “He drinks?” Bleecker had asked. His feet were up on the desk in the small office in the Flatiron Building where he heard cases three days a week. Feigenwinter and the girl had come fifteen minutes early, catching Bleecker by surprise, before he’d had a chance to screw on his fingers. He’d shoved his hands into his pockets and gestured them into the chairs with a nod of his head.

      They’d gotten his name from a contact at one of the Wall Street firms where Feigenwinter worked. The kid looked the part: short hair, gray suit, angry eyes. He introduced the girl as his fiancée, Virginia D’Arcy. She managed a pension fund for a major Wall Street bank. She was pretty—short blondish hair, gray suit, not quite so angry. She looked about twenty years old. They got younger-looking every year.

      The case seemed simple enough. They were to be married next year. Till then, they were living together. They’d signed a lease in Park Slope with a guy named Giabbiondi, a retired building contractor who lived on President Street with his sister and elderly aunt. The two kids paid $1,350 a month on a good-sized two- bedroom on the third floor of the brownstone. The rent was steep for that neighborhood, but the place was immaculate. The man’s son, also a contractor, had done most of the work. To top it off, the apartment below them was unoccupied, so they’d be living in relative privacy.

      “You can’t believe this place,” the D’Arcy girl told him. “The door opens onto a living room with a working fireplace. A hand-carved mantelpiece… I mean, you never saw such a thing in all your life.”

      “Sounds nice.”

      “It is,” the girl said. “We were there the first week and were loving it. Remember, Hal? We even thought, maybe, if they were willing, we’d sign a longer lease and stay there when we got married. They seemed so cute.”

      “Cute,” Bleecker said.

      The way they described the old man, Bleecker figured he was about forty years old. Kids today were innumerate. Their powers of estimation were horribly deficient. Ask anyone under thirty to tell you how far away a car was when it drove past, spitting gunfire, and you’d get wildly inaccurate distances in every conceivable unit of measurement.

      “A million feet,” some schmuck would say.

      “About six or seven inches.”

      “Twenty-two kilos.”

      Fuck it. You couldn’t trust the youth of America to give you straight numerical facts. They couldn’t calculate interest. They overestimated people’s ages. They didn’t know from percents. When the youth of America bought an instant cappuccino at the Store 24 and the machine told them to “hold button until cup is two-thirds full,” you could bet someone was gonna end up scalded.

      So when Feigenwinter described Giabbiondi as old, Bleecker ignored him. It didn’t matter that the kid worked on Wall Street; they had machines down there that did the math for them. Bleecker sat back and let the kid’s words wash over him.

      Their case became puzzling. They described to him an apartment lovingly restored and maintained, an apartment most New Yorkers would slaughter their children for, and yet these two wanted out. Ingrates or madmen, which was it? They’d approached Giabbiondi and gently inquired about breaking the lease, and the man flipped out. Wouldn’t hear of it. They were trying to cheat him. Thieves! Pigs! As God was his witness, the lease was cast in stone and signed in blood.

      “I hate to tell you,” Bleecker told them. “He’s right. Sure, lots of people break leases, but not many relish the hassle. Basically, you sign it, you live with it. It’s only a year.”

      Inexplicably, the D’Arcy girl began crying. Her eyes went red and pearl-sized drops ran down her checks. Bleecker lowered his feet from the desk and withdrew his hands out of his pockets. He wrapped both of his palms around a box of tissues and offered them up like a supplicant. Out of the corner of his eye he spotted Feigenwinter staring at his fingerless palms. Oh well.

      “You okay, honey?”

      She wept openly now, her chin quivering. “You don’t know what kind of cruel torture this man is capable of. It just won’t stop…I don’t even know how to tell you…It just keeps going on and on…it’s so—” and here she paused, truly searching for the word. The search took so long that Bleecker actually became intrigued.

      “—perverse.”

      Bleecker glanced at her fiancé. “The guy’s a pervert?”

      “No, he’s just an old drunk,” Feigenwinter said. “The first
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