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New York, Fall 2006


One

 


Mitch Rebecki took a long drag on his cigarette,
savored that first raw hit of nicotine, and then pushed open the
cat-flap in the window just above his kitchen bench. “Pulitzer!” he
called, his voice still early-morning rough. “Yo, Pulitzer!”

There was no immediate response, of course.
Mitch imagined the cat out there picking his way through a random
grimy alley, ears alert as he sensed the summons signaling the end
of his night’s adventures. At some point, Pulitzer would deign to
acknowledge the call and return home. In the meantime, Mitch threw
out the remaining scraps in Pulitzer’s bowl, rinsed it out, and
served up a fresh can of food. The coffee had finished brewing so
he poured himself a mug and took a gulp, before rinsing and
refilling Pulitzer’s water bowl. He placed the bowls on the bench
near the cat-flap, and for a moment peered through the window. The
grid of the fire-escape staircase stretched down a dizzyingly long
way; there was no sign yet of a ginger-colored cat.

As always, the small television perched on
top of the refrigerator was tuned to CNN. In Pulitzer’s absence,
the screen provided pretty much the only real color in the room.
Mitch listened to the broadcast with half an ear and spared it an
occasional glance, but nothing unexpected had happened overnight,
there was little reported that he didn’t already know. He took
another gulp of coffee, liking the almost-too-hot shock of it, then
topped up the mug before lighting another smoke and settling at the
table.

That morning’s New York Times awaited
him. He didn’t bother even scanning the front page, but turned
directly to the feature story that carried his own byline and
photo. The headline declared Cicioni Still Untouched by the
Law. Mitch gazed at the article with a sense of satisfaction.
He even permitted himself a small smile. For a
thirty-eight-year-old guy who’d been born in Nowhere, New Jersey,
now to be living in Manhattan and writing exposés for the national
paper of record – well, that was quite something.

Mitch reached a long arm to grab the scissors
from a drawer, and carefully cut out the article. There was a
cork-board on the only available bit of wall in the cramped
kitchen. It was covered with earlier articles, all with his byline
and many of the most recent with his photo as well. The no-nonsense
headlines all dealt with large-scale white collar crime and
organized crime, and the gray areas in which one became the other.
Andrews Fraud Investigation Heats Up, announced one.
F.B.I. Arrests Cicioni’s Lieutenant, said another. And,
Justice Fumbles the Ball in Thurgon Case.

Taking a last long drag on his cigarette,
Mitch stubbed out the butt and then stood to pin his latest article
above the rest. He contemplated them for a moment, before turning
to reclaim his coffee and sharing a smug look with the cat.

The kitchen bench, however, remained empty.
Mitch frowned and went to push the cat-flap open again. “Last
chance, Pulitzer!” he called. Not that the cat wasn’t smart enough
to know a bluff when he heard one.

There was still no response. Mitch shrugged,
swallowed down the remaining coffee, and went to take a shower.

 


#

 


Mitch had his own small office but to get there he
had to wend his way through the maze of the newsroom. The place was
cluttered and busy and littered with ‘No Smoking’ signs. Phones
rang incessantly.

Less easy to ignore were Mitch’s colleagues,
a few of whom saluted him in passing. Everybody loved an exposé,
after all, at least vicariously. “You did it again, Mitch.” – “Got
Cicioni running scared, huh?” – “Way to go, Rebecki!” There was,
however, an edgy undercurrent of wariness. Mitch figured he wasn’t
meant to hear somebody muttering, “He’s just begging for
trouble.”

Mitch waved a general acknowledgement and
headed into his office. To save himself further hassles, he closed
the door before lighting a smoke.

 


#

 


Mitch’s desk – and every other horizontal surface in
his office – was covered with files, police reports, consolidated
crime reports, notebooks, newspapers, and a few boxes of microfilm
he really should have returned to Archives before now. The room was
even more cramped and colorless than his apartment. Not that Mitch
even noticed anymore. Once he was focused on the task at hand,
nothing else mattered.

He was planning to follow up his exposé with
an update on the case being made against Cicioni’s former
lieutenant, Augeri, although the F.B.I. were being even more
close-mouthed than usual. The man was being held in deep
protection, of course – though it wasn’t yet clear if he would turn
witness against his old boss – and the Bureau were keeping the
results of interviews or interrogations to themselves as much as
they could. As far as Mitch could tell, they hadn’t even taken any
further official action as a result, despite them having held
Augeri for five months now. Mitch had gleaned a few tantalizing
details, and he could make a few educated guesses, but it was only
going to amount to a fairly brief opinion piece.

Busily tapping away at his computer, drafting
the article with reference to the scribbled notes in his notebook,
Mitch apparently missed a knock at his office door. He lifted his
head at a rather pointed, “Mr. Rebecki.”

One of the mail-room boys hovered in the now
open doorway, carrying a package in both hands, a box wrapped in
brown paper and tied up neatly with string.

“Mr. Rebecki, this got
handed in for you at reception. They said it was
important.”

“O.K., put it down,
then.”

The boy considered for a moment, and then
placed it precariously on top of a pile of stuff on Mitch’s desk.
“It’s heavier than it looks,” he warned.

Mitch thanked and dismissed him with a lift
of his chin, and then returned to his computer to finish typing a
sentence, a paragraph, a section … He sighed eventually, and turned
to reach for the package, which was indeed heavy. Something weighty
shifted within.

There was no name or direction on the box’s
wrapping, no return address, no note. There was only a Times
Post-it Note and Mitch’s name in what was probably the
receptionist’s handwriting.

The string was tightly knotted, so he cut
that, and then tore off the brown paper. The cardboard box itself
wasn’t fastened, so he lifted the first flaps and then –

A glimpse of ginger fur told him all he
needed to know. Mitch stalled for a long moment, and then slowly
lifted the second flaps. Pulitzer lay there, twisted into an
unnatural shape, making a haphazard circle within the square
container. There was no obvious injury, but his fur was dull, and
it was obvious that –

It was obvious that –

Mitch shook himself out of a moment’s shock,
and then slowly folded first one flap into place and then the next.
When the box was back together, Mitch reached for the longest
remaining piece of string and tied it as securely as he could. Then
he got up, took the box under one arm, and went to see his
editor.

 


#

 


Tom Lewis was an expatriate Australian, who had not
let ten years of living in the United States dilute his accent or
his loyalties. He was in his late fifties, with skin that still
seemed burnished by the Aussie sun and hair that still seemed
salt-bleached. His business shirts were always a bit too snug
around a proud beer belly.

There was a piece of Indigenous Australian
art on Tom’s office walls, and a bright, colorful painting of a
harbor by Ken Done, along with pinned photos and postcards all
around, and a couple of small abstract sculptures on his desk that
were carved from eucalypt or acacia or some such wood.

Mitch was long used to ignoring all these
distractions, but that day he was glad of them. In the place of
honor in the center of Tom’s desk sat the box containing Pulitzer’s
remains – firmly closed again after a brief examination by those
present. Mitch and Tom had been joined by two uniformed cops, and
Special Agent Robert Danes, Mitch’s best contact at the F.B.I. It
seemed, however, that the law enforcement officers felt they
couldn’t help, or perhaps that was wouldn’t help. Having had the
matter explained to them, they all stood around staring at the box,
while Mitch frowned at one of the sculptures, wondering if it was
supposed to be vaguely suggestive of a naked man at this angle,
standing with his shoulders and hips aslant and his cock jutting …
Surely not. Tom was as straight as Mitch was gay. Which was to say,
very much so.

“Report it to the SPCA,”
suggested one of the cops.

Mitch dragged his attention back to the
here-and-now. “Get serious. This is Cicioni we’re talking about –
you know it and I know it.”

“A dead pet …” the other
cop drawled. “Not exactly in his league, is it?”

“Cicioni has more
imagination,” the first one agreed. “Cicioni always had
vision.”

Tom protested, “Imagination or not, you’ve
gotta figure he’s going for Mitch himself next!”

Mitch flinched, despite his own imagination
having already played out that storyline in his mind’s eye. He
turned to Danes, and demanded, “Are the F.B.I. gonna prosecute yet?
You’ve been dragging your feet on this one – that’s why I wrote the
damned article in the first place.”

“Jeez, I told you
not to publish,” Danes retorted. “You throw out a challenge like
that, they’re gonna answer it. Your damned crusade is gonna get you
hurt, and you won’t have gotten past first base.”

“So you’re not ready.
Typical. Who’s on Cicioni’s payroll in the Bureau? Maybe I should
investigate that.”

Danes was obviously pissed off by this
accusation, but he swallowed his immediate response. After a moment
he stabbed a finger towards Mitch and said, “Times like this, you
need friends, Rebecki.”

Mitch set his jaw and didn’t reply.

Eventually, Tom – always the more reasonable
man – looked around at Danes and the cops, and demanded, “So what
are you gonna damn well do?”

An edgy silence stretched. Nobody met Mitch’s
gaze.

Finally Danes replied, “Not much any of us
can do. You know that. It’s the same old story: no funds, no
staff. We can’t provide protection for this kind of threat. And
there’s no case yet, so Mitch can’t be considered a witness –”

“Of course there’s a case,”
Mitch impatiently interrupted.

“Damn it!” Danes angrily
responded, jabbing an accusing finger towards Mitch again. “You’d
better hope there’s still a case we can actually take to
court, after you stomping in where you weren’t wanted and opening
up Pandora’s Box.”

Another silence fell, slightly more resigned
now.

Eventually Tom asked, “There’s nothing you
can do?”

“There’s nothing we can
do,” Danes confirmed.

While the going was good, the cops and Danes
filed out of the office, offering little more than a farewell nod
or two. A rather deflated Mitch and Tom were left behind, sitting
there staring at the package containing Pulitzer. Mitch lit up
another cigarette, and took a long thoughtful drag.

Tom didn’t tell him off as usual, but instead
asked, “What are you gonna do with your cat?”

Mitch gave an ambivalent shrug.

“Guess there’s no point
keeping the box as evidence. Or d’you want something more
appropriate? I mean … as a, you know, coffin.”

“It’s not like I have
anywhere to bury it.”

“You could leave it with
me. I’ll take care of him.”

Mitch narrowed his eyes. “You don’t have
anywhere to bury him, either.”

“No, but … Look, d’you
wanna know?”

“Yeah.”

“O.K., alright. I was
thinking I’d take him down to the basement incinerator. Not that
he’s rubbish. But it’s clean, isn’t it? A clean way to finish. It’s
… purifying.”

Mitch snorted, and found himself cracking a
reluctant smile at this unexpected sentiment.

Tom continued defensively, “It’s how I’d want
it when it’s my time. Burn me up and put me back in the Aussie
soil, mate.”

“Noted,” said Mitch. He
stood up, and went to stub out his cigarette in Tom’s metal trash
basket. “Alright. The incinerator it is.” Then he surprised himself
by saying, “I’ll come, too.”

Tom clapped him on the back, before picking
up Pulitzer with a hint of solemnity, and leading the way across
the newsroom floor.

 


#

 


All that fuss took up time and energy. Mitch was used
to working long days, but this one became rather more draining than
most.

Eventually he headed home, so exhausted that
he was already unlocking his apartment’s front door when he finally
registered the implications of there being a package waiting at his
feet. Mitch froze where he was, with the key turned in the
deadbolt. The box was much the same size and shape as the one that
had contained Pulitzer, and it was wrapped in brown paper and
string, too. There were no written directions on it that he could
see.

Mitch stared down at the box for a long
moment. And then he forced himself to stir, to finish unlocking his
door. Once it was open he glanced up and down the hallway, but
there was nobody about and there was nothing unexpected to see. A
muffled hubbub reassuringly told of cleaning, conversation,
television, bedtime.

Mitch stepped inside, put down his briefcase
and hung up his coat. Then he returned to warily pick up the
package. Again, it was heavy, and something weighty shifted inside.
But Mitch had only had one cat, and what had remained of Pulitzer
was gone.

He firmly closed and locked the door, and
then took the box through to the kitchen table.

Another long moment passed in which he
considered calling Tom – but Tom would insist on coming over even
though it was late, and that was too much to ask. In any case,
Mitch reflected, since when did he need back-up?

He reached to grab the scissors from the
drawer, and cut the string close to the knot. This time he was more
careful with the wrappings. This time, surely, there was a chance
it would count as evidence. Mitch snipped off a corner of the
paper, and then ran the lower scissor blade along one edge, then
the next, and a third. He peeled back the layer of paper, and
cautiously lifted one flap of the box up with a fingertip, peered
inside – caught a glimpse of silver, a chaotic twist of red, a
smooth gray surface –

And he leaped back in a way that wasn’t even
physically possible – in the process, whacking the back of his head
on one of the shelves hanging over the cabinets. A quiet ticking
filled the room.

Bomb. It was a bomb.

A minute or so later, when Mitch realized
that the molecular structure of himself and his surroundings were
still intact, he shuffled a little closer again.

There was a watch. An old wristwatch, nothing
special. There was a tangle of red wires running every which way,
with a couple of ends fastened to some kind of electrical
components. This wasn’t Mitch’s field of expertise, he had to
admit. Underneath all this, a slab of cold gray stuff that looked
malleable was surely a block of explosive. It was classic,
really.

The watch continued ticking. Mitch leaned a
little closer, wondering if he could make out when it was due to go
off, how much time he had, whether he should get the damned thing
out of the building or try to evacuate his neighbors …

How was it going to work? Was the minute hand
going to trigger the explosion next time it hit twelve, or what?
Mitch frowned. Was that even possible, with an old analog
wristwatch … ? Surely not.

He edged closer, and then carefully reached
in to shift the watch a little.

And realized it wasn’t actually connected to
anything. Like the wires. They were sitting there loose. He lifted
them free, just to be sure. The slab of whatever it was – could it
be something harmless, like putty? – sat there looking distinctly
shame-faced.

Mitch took his first proper breath for some
while, and let himself sag in relief.

Still. It was the makings of a bomb. And
Mitch knew who’d sent it. Even if the first message had left room
in which the skeptics doubted, this second one definitely clarified
matters.

Mitch grabbed his phone, and thumbed through
the contact list for Special Agent Danes.
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Soon Danes and a different pair of uniformed cops
were crammed into the tiny kitchen with Mitch. He’d called Tom, but
insisted on him not bothering to come around. The law enforcement
officers weren’t being all that much more helpful than before, but
at least they were treating this package as evidence. They examined
it all while being careful not to touch anything, peering and
staring, and then exchanging cryptic remarks between themselves.
Eventually one of the cops took a few photographs before they
donned plastic gloves and eased the whole shebang into a plastic
bag.

Mitch was sitting with his chair backed up
against the cabinets, as far out of the way as he could be. Which
wasn’t far. He was, at this point, feeling seriously irritated – a
condition which wasn’t ameliorated even by fresh coffee and
cigarettes. He hadn’t offered coffee to the others, and
consciousness of that was also putting him out of sorts, but they’d
been muttering between themselves at the time and none of them had
even lifted his or her head.

Eventually, when the evidence was good to go,
Danes looked levelly at Mitch for a moment before saying, “I
wouldn’t expect too much.”

Mitch gaped at him, then blurted out, “You’re
kidding me! This isn’t serious enough yet?”

“We’ll look into it,” Danes
said in his most reasonable calm-the-witness tones, “but it won’t
do us much good. Most of this you can buy at any hardware store.
Even the watch – it’s old, but it’s nothing special. It’s not
likely to be traceable. We’d have had a better chance if that
had been C4.”

“Oh, right,” said Mitch
with his sarcasm turned up to eleven. “Sure. That would have been
great.”

“But if it’s Cicioni,”
Danes continued, overriding him. “You know, he ain’t gonna let
himself get caught over something like this.”

“He’s escalating. Next time
it might be wired up.”

Danes let out a sigh, and then turned to
consider the two cops. “Well, realistically … I can ask for these
two to park out front of your building tonight. We can assign a
pair of uniforms to keep close to you for, say, forty-eight hours.
But that’s about it.”

“Oh, yeah,” said Mitch.
“Wonderful. Thanks.”

The two cops looked about as unimpressed as
Mitch was himself.
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Finally Mitch was alone again, but even that didn’t
cheer him up. He felt utterly deflated. He went to change into his
pajamas and robe, and then returned to set the kitchen to rights.
Rinsing out his mug and the jug from the drip coffee maker took a
moment, as did discarding the ground coffee and the filter. Then,
as he did on most nights, Mitch picked up Pulitzer’s bowl, and
dropped the contents in the trash. Of course, it was rather more
than usual. Pulitzer rarely left anything more than scraps behind.
Mitch set his jaw, picked up the water bowl, and poured the
remaining water down the sink.

He was just about to rinse out the bowls when
he had a change of heart. He stared down at them for a long moment.
And then he very deliberately picked up the food bowl again, and
dumped it in the trash. A breath snagged in his throat. He caught
up the water bowl, and dumped that as well. His hand jerked away in
a dramatic flourish as if it hardly even belonged to him.

His breath was coming hard now, so he took a
moment. He leaned both hands on the cold metal rim of the sink, and
reached to retrieve his equilibrium from wherever it had run off
to. Surprisingly, this took several minutes.

But eventually Mitch was calm again. He let
out a sigh before turning away, switching off the light, and
heading for his bed.
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The next morning, Mitch arrived at work to find a
note on his desk – in Tom’s own handwriting – directing him to
Tom’s office ‘ASAP’. This was followed, in the typically
understated Australian way, with three exclamation marks. Mitch
shrugged, put his satchel down on his desk, and went to obey.

If Mitch had expected Tom to be angry and
concerned about the bomb that hadn’t after all been a bomb, he was
disappointed. Instead Tom seemed to be bubbling over with
excitement. His eyes were sparking, so much so that Mitch worried
vaguely about electrical fires. Tom even stood from his desk, and
came to usher Mitch to a seat, before closing the door.

“I’ve got an idea,” Tom
announced. “A great idea, a wonderful idea …”

Mitch was too numb to respond in kind. He
nodded, indicating he was willing to hear what Tom was obviously
dying to tell him.

“I really miss home,” said
Tom, rather unexpectedly. “You’ve never been to Australia,
right?”

Mitch shook his head, wondering where the
fuck that came from.

“You should go. The people,
the sunshine, the beaches, the splendor …” Tom looked about him at
the artwork, the postcards, as if seeking inspiration. Which he
must have found, because it then spilled forth: “The soil in the
Outback can be as rich and red as blood, like the land is bleeding.
The ocean’s an opal come to life. The sand’s either the
purest white or gold-dust, and –”

Mitch so wasn’t in the mood. “Very
poetic. But I’m not interested in a vacation, Tom.”

“I’m not talking about a
holiday, mate,” Tom replied in more reasonable tones. “I’m talking
about you going underground for a while, keeping your head down
until it’s safe here. You can work for my cousin Eva, she’s editor
for the Herald in Sydney.”

Not a chance in hell. “I don’t think
so,” said Mitch.

Tom, of course, sailed right on. “You’ll need
to be clever about this, it’s like going undercover. You can write
under a pseudonym – and leave the investigative journalism behind
for a while.”

“What? But that’s all I –”
He only just managed to stop himself in time. That’s all I have.
That’s all I know. Mitch gathered himself, and came up with an
argument that he could live with, that any New Yorker would
understand. “Yeah, great, Tom, but the fact is I can’t afford to
pick up and go live overseas. My rent swallows up most of my
salary, and you can’t expect me to let a Manhattan apartment
go.”

Unfortunately that just made Tom’s eyes spark
again. It was as if he were in love with his own idea. “I thought
about that.”

“Great.”

“You work part-time for
Eva, and she’ll pay you accordingly. Plus you write weekly
lifestyle pieces about Australia for our Sunday magazine –” Tom
waved a sample of the glossy supplement, as if Mitch hadn’t thrown
it in the trash a thousand times already – “and I’ll continue your
salary. I’ll even pay your airfare and some of your living
expenses.” He concluded triumphantly, “What d’you think about
that?”

Mitch rolled his eyes at the sheer indignity
of it all. “Lifestyle pieces, my God … I’m better than that,
Tom. I’ve always been better than that.”

Tom sagged just enough to acknowledge the
assertion. “I know, I really do, but that’s not the point. I’ve
cleared it with Gail – you heard she’s editing the magazine now?
She’s O.K. with you contributing –”

“O.K.? She should be
flattered! But you wanna exile me from everything that’s civilized?
I ain’t ready for a sabbatical, Tom!”

“Do you even have a choice
right now? Don’t tell me you’d rather get your head blown off, and
let Cicioni walk away Scot-free.”

“I can’t walk away from
this,” Mitch insisted. He leaned forward to add, “I can’t walk away
from what I do. You should know that, Tom.”

“Mitch, it’s just getting
too dangerous right now.”

“All the more reason to see
it through!”

“It’s not like you’re a cop
on a case,” Tom argued.

“No! I’m a journalist on a
story. A serious journalist on an important
story.”

“The story will
wait!”

Mitch stared at the man. “Said no editor
ever.”

Tom shot him a grumpy glare. “Let Danes do
his job.” And then he cried out in frustration, “Leave it alone,
Mitch! Go to Australia. Try something new. Oh, yeah – and while
you’re at it – get a life!”

Mitch opened his mouth to retort, but he had
nothing. So he closed it again, and sank down in the chair. He felt
as winded as if he’d just taken a blow to the gut.

Not unexpectedly, Tom gently yet relentlessly
pressed home his advantage. “You don’t have a choice, Mitch.
Anyway, it only has to be until the Feds are ready to prosecute,
then you’re not a lone crusader anymore. Then you can come back and
cover the trial, alright?”

Mitch didn’t reply. He looked glumly at Tom,
and then dropped his gaze, reluctantly beginning to wonder if this
was indeed the way it had to be.
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He didn’t exactly get much work done that morning. He
didn’t achieve anything beyond smoking so many cigarettes that even
he was starting to find the atmosphere in his office a bit
oxygen-starved.

Eventually, around midday, Mitch came to a
decision. He stubbed out the butt of the last smoke he had with
him, crushed the empty packet and tossed it in the trash, then
picked up his phone and thumbed through the recent calls list.

Barely time for one ring, and the call was
picked up. “F.B.I., Agent Danes speaking.”

“It’s Mitch Rebecki,” he
said. “I’m gonna get out of harm’s way for a while. Discretion
being the better part of valor, right?”

“That’s good, Rebecki.”
Danes didn’t exactly sound surprised, which made Mitch suspect that
Tom must have already spoken to him. “We’ll all still be here when
you get back,” Danes was reassuring him. “I’m hoping Cicioni will
be off the streets, though.”

“Right.” Mitch’s hackles
were up at the feeling of being managed, but he forced them back
down or at least into their regular configuration. “I need a favor,
though, Danes. I want a passport in a different name. I’m not
expecting a whole new identity or anything. Just enough so I can
hide in plain sight and not worry about it, you know?”

Danes hardly even left a beat before
replying, “I guess we can do that. If you’ll let us have your file
on Cicioni.”

Mitch huffed out a breath. “God, you don’t
ask for much, do you?” Again, however, the decision soon seemed
inevitable. “O.K. You can pick it up when you bring me the
passport. Make the name Martin Delmonaco. He was my mom’s
father.”

“That name’s too close to
home, Mitch. You need something plausible and ordinary, that
doesn’t lead right back to you.”

But Mitch just laughed. “You know Tom’s
sending me Down Under, right? He probably wants to come, too.”

“Wouldn’t mind it myself,”
said Danes.

“Yeah, but nobody’s gonna
come looking for me there, are they
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