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PART I
MISSOURI





CHAPTER 1
Down the Fire Escape

We took an early plane out of LaGuardia, heading for Missouri—my best friend Rootie, her grandmother Mrs. Bowditch, and me.

The United States marshals were going to meet us in St. Louis. Then we’d drive down to the Ozarks together.

It was a rainy day. We sat on the runway for a while, then we took off into the rain, and the water streamed across my window.

Mrs. Bowditch opened her bag and took out her new Roger Tory Peterson bird book. She already had a bunch of bird books, but she’d bought this one specially for the trip: Birds of the Western States.

Rootie asked the attendant what was for lunch. The attendant told her. “Oh, please,” said Rootie, and pulled her baseball cap down over her eyes. “See you in St. Louis,” she said to me, and went to sleep. Like that: bam.

I figured we were crossing the Bronx. I tried to go to sleep like Rootie, but it didn’t work for me.

My father and I had lived in the Bronx one winter. I remembered the sound of planes flying low.

We were on the run, my father and I. We lived on the fifth floor of a tenement, a couple of blocks from Hunts Point Avenue. The whole time we were there, my father never once left that room.

He watched TV on an old set where everything looked like smoke. But he didn’t give a damn. He was doing a quart of vodka a day.

I know, because I had to go get it. The same with food. All take-out: Chinese. Pizza. Chinese. Pizza. Chinese …

The stairs in the tenement had no lights. I guess they burned out, or else people took them, but there were never any lights. The steps were narrow and full of garbage. You had to walk down slowly, touching the wall, using whatever light came from under people’s doors. Sometimes a person would be standing in a hall, silent, not moving. You wouldn’t know he was there till you practically bumped into him.

I hated those stairs.

I got the vodka from one of the raggedy-looking guys who hung out in front of the liquor store. I got to know them. They were okay. In fact, they were the only friends I had. After a while, they’d see me coming and start arguing which of them was going to buy me the vodka. I’d hand the money to one of them, then I’d go around the corner and wait in the hall of a deserted brownstone. The floor was tile—I’d look at the patterns and the faded colors while I waited. I thought of long ago, and guys kneeling in the hall, putting each tile exactly in its place. Now half the tiles were cracked or missing, and the house was empty.

Then one of the raggedy guys would bring a paper bag with the vodka, and I’d put it in my book bag and go back up to the room.

Some days I’d take a detour past the neighborhood school. If it was morning, crowds of kids about my age would be swarming around the door, yelling and laughing. If it was noon, they’d be in the yard, shooting baskets and fooling around, shoving one another, joking, pretending to fight.

I’d stand and watch from across the street. I hadn’t been to a school in over two years.

I wanted to go in that yard and do whatever those kids did. There was a girl with black hair. I liked the way she moved. I wished I could talk to her. One day I built up my courage and crossed the street and stood near the wire fence near the basketball court. A kid jumped high, turned in the air, and slam-dunked the ball. I yelled “Awwright!”

I wished I hadn’t. A couple of guys glared at me, like What are you doing around here? The black-haired girl said something in Spanish to her friends, and they giggled.

After that, I never went by the school anymore.

At night I brought my father the pizza or the Chinese that we’d eat. Then I’d ask him if I could go out and walk around awhile. That time of day, you couldn’t tell what my father might do. I wanted to get out of there.

“Okay,” he said. “But hurry up. And keep your eyes open. If you see anybody hanging around down on the street, get up here as fast as you can.”

There was a place I went to sometimes. It was an open lot where a tenement had burned out. Just a bunch of bricks lying around, and weeds.

I’d wait across the street.

Pretty soon, when it was dark except for the streetlight down the block, the empty lot would begin to tremble and shiver. The lot came alive, jittering.

It was rats. Big rats. Hundreds of them. When they started to cross the sidewalk, I took off.

Fast.

But then I’d go back another night. It was weird. I didn’t want to go, but at the same time … you know.

One cold night, I was coming back from the rats, and I saw a big black car pull slowly up to our building. Just easing in. Then the headlights went out. I could see cigarettes being lit. Then there was just the glow as they smoked. Two men got out. They stretched, straightened their clothes.

My heart was hammering. How could I warn my father?

I walked casually past the men toward the building. One step after the other, nice and slow.

I almost reached the door.

“Hey!” called one of the men. I jumped. “Yeah, you,” he said. “Come here.”

I thought: run. Maybe I could get to the door and up the stairs ahead of them. Maybe I could throw some garbage down the steps in their way.…

Or maybe I could just walk on down the block and around the corner, and keep on going. I could leave my father exactly where he was, with his vodka and his Chinese food.…

The man stepped forward and grabbed my coat. “I said come here,” he said. “What’s the matter—don’t you speak English?”

I made a sign with my fingers—“a little bit.”

“Okay,” said the man. He had a high, raspy voice. “You understand money, right?” He pulled a bill from his pocket. It was a five. He waved it in front of my face. “Answer this question. You know a man who lives in this building—an Anglo? He’s a drunk.” He tipped a bottle with his hand. “You seen this Anglo?”

“Borracho?” I said. That was what the liquor store owner yelled at the raggedy men. I tipped my hand the way he did.

“Right,” said the man. “Where is this man?” I pointed at our building and waved my hands: no, no, no. I pointed down the block and raised two fingers.

“Two doors down?” he said.

“Si,” I said. “Two.” I smiled and reached for the five-dollar bill.

He yanked it back and put it in his pocket.

“Later,” he said. “If you told the truth.” They strolled away, heading for the other building.

I went up the stairs like a rocket and pounded on the door, yelling, “Two men—on the street—asking about you!” In a second the door was open, and my father grabbed his coat and his suitcase and said, “Come on!” He was cold sober now, and he climbed over the radiator, out the window, and onto the fire escape. I followed him, and we ran down the icy metal steps, slipping, grabbing the rail, down all four floors. At the bottom rung, my father threw the suitcase into the snow, then dropped to the snow himself, his coat flying out around him like a crow.

I was scared to drop. It was maybe ten feet. “Don’t be a coward,” yelled my father. “Jump!”

I wanted to say, “Catch me.” But I could see he wasn’t going to do that. I let go, dropped, and fell in the snow, face first. It was freezing. I felt like crying. My father yanked me out of the snow. “Come on! We’re going to the subway!”

We ran down the alley. He climbed up on a garbage can and threw his suitcase over a fence. Then he went over the fence after it.

A dog started barking.

I looked back up to see if the men were following us. I was shaking all over. A man walked by slowly. He looked down the alley. But he kept going, and then he was out of sight. I swung over the fence. My father was already running down the street, holding his suitcase to his chest like a football, heading for the subway.

We stood on the subway stairs, keeping out of sight while we waited for a train. My father asked about the men. “They were cops?” he said.

“No,” I said. “Unless maybe they were plainclothes.”

“What did they look like?” he said.

“Just regular,” I said. “One of them had a high voice, kind of screechy.”

“I know him,” said my father. And that was the last thing he said.

I guess it didn’t matter who it was—cops or bad guys. They were both after him. What mattered was they had found him.

We rode all the way to Coney Island that night. When we finally got there, we walked a long way. Sleet was coming down. You could see the silhouette of the old roller coaster a few blocks away. We came to a crummy building.

In the entrance, my father had to light a match to read the names. Then he pushed one of the buzzers. Nothing happened. He buzzed again, and again.

Finally a tinny voice came over the intercom: “Who the hell is it?”

“It’s me—Harry,” said my father. “Let me in.”

“Harry?” said the voice.

“Yeah, Harry,” said my father. “Open up, Nick! We’re freezing, my boy and me.”

“What are you, crazy coming here?” said the voice. “Get the hell out before I call the cops.”

“Nick—come on!” said my father.

“I’m calling the cops,” said the voice. “Right now.”

The intercom went off.

We went out into the street again.

“What a bastard,” I said. “Who was that guy?”

“My best friend,” he said.





CHAPTER 2
The Stranger in the Coffin

When we landed in St. Louis, two United States marshals met us. I saw them first. One was tall and hefty, the other was small, with a tight jaw. The big guy was chewing gum. When he spotted us, he took the gum out of his mouth, wrapped it in a piece of paper, and stuck it in his pocket.

They told us how sorry they were about what had happened. The big guy explained the plans to Mrs. Bowditch. Rootie turned to the short marshal.

“What’s it like being a United States marshal, sir?” asked Rootie. “Do you very often shoot people?”

The marshal didn’t answer. He just frowned and shook his head.

“You must meet a lot of sleazeballs who rat on their buddies, don’t you?” said Rootie.

The marshal glared at her.

“Do you protect big-time mobsters?”

“That’s confidential,” said the marshal.

“Do you pack a rod? I don’t see one,” said Rootie.

“You’re not supposed to,” said the marshal.

“It must be small,” said Rootie. “What do you do with it at night? Do you wear it, or do you put it under your pillow?”

“Why don’t you go buy yourself a candy bar?” said the marshal. He walked away.

“Why did you do that, Rootie?” I said.

Rootie was laughing too hard to answer. “Somebody has to do it,” she said finally.

She was a tough cookie, Rootie. She loved to laugh, and she loved to take chances. I really liked Rootie.

We got into a rented car and followed the marshals down through Missouri, heading for the Ozarks. The roads were narrow and twisty.

Rootie was looking out the window, counting cows and reading billboards. “Hey, can we stop at Jesse James Cavern?” she said. “Six miles ahead. Turn right.”

“This is not a sightseeing tour, Rosalie,” said Mrs. Bowditch. (She only called her Rosalie when she was correcting her, or pretending to. The rest of the time it was Rootie—short for Rootie Kazootie, some tough little kid in an old newspaper comic strip.)

“I know,” said Rootie. “I just thought it would be good for Pete’s morale. Wouldn’t you like to see Jesse James Cavern, Pete?”

“Whatever,” I said.

“I do loathe that word,” said Mrs. Bowditch. “No offense, dearie.”

I just wanted to get the day over with. I didn’t even know where we were going—just to the Ozark Mountains. Some little town where the U.S. marshals had hidden my father—“protecting” him so he could be a witness for the government and testify in a big trial.

Well, he wasn’t going to testify for anybody. Not now.

“I’m starving,” said Rootie. “If we come to a McDonald’s, let’s stop.”

“Dream on,” I said. “This state is deserted.”

“I brought some lovely pears,” said Mrs. Bowditch. “They’re in my bag in the trunk.”

She honked at the marshals’ car and flashed her lights, and
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