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Chapter One

Nobody wanted to go for a bike ride.

Too hot, too much traffic, what if you got a flat tire? I explained to each one I called that there is a bike path that goes all the way up the west side of Manhattan between the West Side Highway and the Hudson River. There are no places where you have to cross a street once you get on the path. It’s paved and there are lots of people skating, running and biking on it all day every day, even when you’d assume most people would be at work. It’s that kind of city. You don’t have to worry about being by yourself and running into thugs.

Still, nobody would go with me. I really had my mind set on exploring that afternoon with a buddy. My trusty roommate, Carl, was, not unusually, out of town, up in Montreal. Finally, I tried Gabriele Cortese, whom I had met as part of a murder investigation that I was partly involved in solving with my friend Mike di Saronno, a detective in the Midtown West Police Precinct. Gabriele was originally a suspect, but he had nothing to do with the crime. He was totally innocent.

Gabriele lives all the way in Brooklyn Heights, and I had no real hope he would be willing to schlep into town and then ride all the way up to Fort Washington Park, which was what I wanted to do. I had never seen the little red lighthouse that sits under the George Washington Bridge. Very few people have seen it, comparatively speaking, because you have to wander out under the bridge to see it. There are no vantage points in Manhattan where it is visible. One of those hidden treasures of New York—and there are a lot of those.

“Ciao, Ugo,” he said when he picked the phone up, clearly with a caller ID.

I told him what my idea was, and he said yes right away, without even thinking about it. Woo hoo! He said he was going to take the subway to Times Square, which is where I lived, because his bike folds up so he can carry it on the train. So, there was no chance he would fink out after riding all the way from Brooklyn Heights. Perfect.

He’s from the Isle of Capri and speaks English with a slight Italian lilt most of the time, but with pronounced “foreigner” grammar when the mood comes upon him, so to speak. He’s startlingly handsome, and I have learned to be amused by the looks on faces and the craned necks when he walks into a room. He had also been a sex worker at one point.

Yes, the truth is that like most people, I find him handsome. We actually met because, although we were not exactly neighbors, I thought we were neighbors because, well, the area where I lived, which is the theater district in New York, is thick with sex workers. Even someone who looked like a movie star, as Gabriele does, would have fewer takers where he lives in Brooklyn Heights than where he used to hang out around Times Square, which is choked with hotels, bars and horny travelers. These days he is the respectable host of a white-tablecloth restaurant near Gramercy Park that he and his cousin, Dante, own together. Dante is the chef; Gabriele is the matinee idol. The food is to die for.

No, we aren’t involved, and I don’t see how that could ever change. When I first met him, I thought he was trying to kill me. Fortunately, I was mistaken. Maybe that’s why we are close friends; we’d been to the mat together, so to speak. There’s just too much clutter in our lives to toss it all aside and try to change everything in one swell foop. It’s worth pointing out that I’m twenty years older than he is, which makes him young and me middle-aged. Okay, later middle-aged. Ok, senior. Besides, I have kids, even though I seldom see them because they live on the other side of the country, in La-La-Land. You know that old New Yorker cover that shows a New Yorker’s view looking west? Well, way at the far side, before Japan. Nuff said.

I am very fortunate because I started a consulting company about twenty years ago and was able to work there and increase the value of it, and then to sell it to a bigger company in the same business for an ongoing percentage of the profits. I have some duties there, but mostly I am on my own, with enough income to pay my bills and a decent-sized—not princely—net worth.

And just to be clear, if I were going to throw everything over for someone, it would be Ruth. Luckily for me, she’s happily married—so we are happily “friended” rather than anything else. She suspects that I’m gay even though she knows I would do her in a heartbeat. (Women like knowing that, especially when they think the stud is gay.) Forget that, not in a heartbeat. I don’t want her husband, Murray, coming after me with a cleaver—ugh! Ruth and I have known each other for decades, when she was working for a hedge fund manager who made a run for the mayoralty of New York (and lost). Before she married Murray, we used to go to the theater together, or dinner sometimes, but we never so much as kissed romantically. It’s still more or less the same—I am her regular “date” because Murray does not like opera, concerts, musicals or Shakespeare—and apparently, he can snore pretty loud even in a sitting-up position. I like Murray; we’re friends.

So, there we were, starting out from my place at 48th Street and 8th Avenue at about one o’clock, heading for the GW Bridge on bicycles. It was Sunday and it was September, and it was still drippy summer humid, so we took bottled water in the saddlebags. Dehydration is not part of my plan for myself. It being hot, the population on the bike trail was not as heavy as it would be in better weather. On weekends in hot weather, by the way, the great and the good are not in town—they’re still out east (in the Hamptons), or down the shore (the beachfront towns in New Jersey), or maybe at some lake upstate if they can’t afford either of the first two places. Still, there were rollerbladers, runners, sweaty walkers, and helmeted bikers like Gabriele and me. We dismounted at the Boat Basin at 79th Street and polished off a full bottle of Poland Spring water each then refilled the bottles from a water fountain next to the restaurant there. Then we were back at it, pedaling and staring at the people on parade.

Gabriele wanted to stop at Riverbank State Park, which is a place that could only happen in New York. It’s a real park, like thirty acres of real park, built on top of, literally on top of, a sewage treatment plant. No, it doesn’t smell bad. The bridge was looming in front of us, but I still couldn’t see the little red lighthouse. There is actually a kids’ book called The Little Red Lighthouse. I saw one in a used bookstore one time and actually that is what caused me to look it up in Wikipedia and decide it was being added to my bucket list. There is actually a Little Red Lighthouse swim every year, but the thought of submerging myself in the Hudson River with God knows what kind of vermin or ancient industrial toxins is far too grim to consider.

I kept thinking we would see the lighthouse, but it is really obscured by the trees, and as you get closer, it is hidden on the river side of the huge aluminum-colored erector-set pylons that hold the bridge up. Originally, the bridge was to have looked more like the Brooklyn Bridge, with the metal skeleton covered by stone or cement. They never got around to doing the all-clad chiseled stone exterior during the Depression because it was too expensive. But the distinctive girders filled with x-shaped struts have been admired over the decades by artists and architects almost universally. One famous French architect said it was the most beautiful bridge in the world, and that was while he was designing the General Assembly building at the United Nations. Finally, there was a branch of the bike path to the left and the little red lighthouse was there in front of us, where the main path continued on north.

We walked up the cast-iron staircase inside the lighthouse to the lantern, which has been restored as a lighthouse, even though its light is ridiculously overwhelmed by the millions of lights on the bridge that towers over it. Needless to say, the lighthouse predated the bridge by more than forty years, so there was a navigational purpose to it when it was built. We admired it then walked over toward the base of the bridge to see how the structure was raised, that is the busiest vehicle bridge in the world.

Italians are very much into beautiful things, and Gabriele is no exception. He was very taken by the bridge itself, from the completely unaccustomed angle and viewpoint we had. The gigantism of the bridge is more evident from beneath it than it is driving across it. Like the Great Pyramid at Giza, the simplicity of its shape makes it look smaller than it is in real life. The bridge is basically what has been called an inverted arch where the suspension cables are the defining aspect of its appearance. He was busily taking photo after photo on his smartphone, looking across the river toward the stunning vista of the Palisades on the New Jersey side of the river.

I walked over to the pylons to look up and started taking some cellphone photos myself. I have to admit that my distance vision, even with my glasses on, is not 20-20, especially when the lighting is not great, but as I looked up, I saw what I thought must have been a big bird’s nest in a corner up about 60 or 70 feet. The sun was in front of me as I looked up, and it obscured the nest, which I thought must be the abode of bald eagles, because there are certainly bald eagles all over and their whole diet is fish. If you drive along the Hudson River on a cold winter day, you can see the bald eagles sitting on ice floes waiting for a foolish fish to be visible—and then they dive straight into the water and come up with a meal. I was determined to get a picture.

Then it moved. Or swayed. I thought maybe I was getting dizzy, and looked down, put my hand out to a tree to steady myself. When I looked back up, the nest was quite different looking from what I had thought before. The sunlight was very dazzling, almost blinding me so I couldn’t make out anything for sure. I walked back over to the water’s edge and grabbed Gabriele’s arm.

“Come over here,” I said. “There’s something I can’t really see very well, and I want to know what it is.”

I pointed up inside the pylon and said, “I thought there was an eagle’s nest up there, but now I don’t think that’s what it is. Can you see what I’m pointing at?”

He nodded and took out a pair of dark sunglasses from his backpack and put them on. “There are two large black birds. No, maybe three.”

“Black? Are you sure? They must be crows. That’s disappointing, I was hoping they were eagles.”

“I can’t tell what they’re doing, but they’re flapping their wings like they are trying to hold onto something,” he said.

Just as he said that, the birds let go of what they were holding onto and flew up to a girder. What they were sitting on was a black lump that was actually swaying like a streetlight in a high wind.

Then without warning it started to fall, and as it fell we could both see that it was not a nest, but something with a black piece of cloth waving as it fell. As it fell, we both knew what it was. It was a body, a human body, and it had been hanging from a rope. It hit the ground with a squishy thud. Gabriele stared at it; I ran over to the lighthouse and interrupted a uniformed woman who obviously worked there.

“I’m sorry, miss, officer,” I said. “There’s an emergency over here.” I ran ahead of her to where Gabriele was standing and as I ran up to him, he turned and vomited all over the ground. When the body hit the ground, the birds returned and started to eat again. It was also immediately obvious why the body had fallen—the head had become detached from the body and had landed a few feet away. There was a ferocious smell.

I thought the woman was going to faint, but she didn’t. She called in an alarm to someone, and there were sirens almost immediately.

Gabriele, who has the darker skin of a Mediterranean, was as pale as a sheet. I walked him down the slight incline toward the lighthouse and sat him on a bench. I pushed his legs up so that the knees were bent in front of him.

“Put your head between your knees,” I said in as authoritative a voice as I could summon while feeling fairly sure I was going to be sick myself. We had moved away from the sight and smell of the cadaver and the birds, and there were firemen in full regalia, and paramedics running by us toward the pylon. I sank down on the bench next to Gabriele and put my arm around his shoulder. I was still wearing my backpack and I reached inside and pulled out a fresh bottle of water, opened it, and handed it to him.

“Just a little. Don’t drink much. It’ll make you sick.”

He sat up, sweaty but with his color returning. His hand shook as he lifted the bottle to his mouth.

“The Bridge is the most common location for suicide anywhere in the whole region,” I said. “Although most people jump off into the river. Hanging yourself seems like a much worse way to die than just smacking into the water.”

He looked at me quizzically. “Nobody would kill himself like that,” he said.

There was a used-car lot melee of yellow crime scene tape being strung from every vertical to every other vertical, and two plain-clothes detectives arrived within minutes. One stopped and said, “You found the body?”

We nodded.

“Stay here,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”

I did not feel faint, but I had the inevitable reaction after a tidal wave of adrenalin had rushed through my body: too weak to stand up, or to hold my head erect on my neck. I looked down at my legs, at the black-and-yellow bike pants and the cross-trainer shoes I chose to wear instead of bike shoes. I could feel myself shaking, especially my head and my jaw.

The detective came back. “OK if I ask you some questions?”

We told him the whole thing. How I thought it was eagles but couldn’t see over the glare from the sunlight. The birds scattering, the fall. “I guess you saw how it all landed,” I said. “Did he kill himself?”

“No way to tell. The M.E. will have to rule on that. Can you tell me how you happened to be here today?”

I told him that we came to see the lighthouse, rode our bikes. Gabriele said nothing, just stared at the ground between his feet. The detective asked to see identification. He took photos of the two driver’s licenses with his cellphone, thanked us and handed each of us his card. Then he turned to walk off toward the pylon.

“Excuse me, detective?”

He turned back to me.

“I don’t think we’re going to be up to riding our bikes 140 blocks back to Times Square. Any chance you could give us a lift? We have two bikes with us.”

“Wait here,” he said. “I’ll see what I can do.”

I pulled out my smartphone and called Ruth.

“Hey, sweetie,” she said.

“Hey yourself. I’m up at the GW Bridge, under it, actually. Gabriele and I found a dead body, or it found us. The cops are here. We need to be picked up, because we rode our bikes up here and we’re both just wrecked, never make it back on the bikes. And I don’t have an Uber account. Can you come and get us? We have two bikes, so it has to be a car with plenty of room in back, or a pickup or something like that.”

“What do you mean, a body?”

“Can I tell you later? A body. A dead man, dead for a while, being eaten by birds. The cops are working on it. We just have to get out of here. Both of us are ready to blow our stomachs. Gabriele already did.”

“Murray has an Escalade. I’ll bring that. Where are you?”

“Fort Washington Park, near the little red lighthouse if you know where that is.”

“I’ll figure it out. Or GPS will figure it out. Be there as soon as I can get the car out of the garage and drive up there. I’m a sight, not gonna get pretty before I leave. A body! Cripes. You are a magnet for mayhem, Hugo Miller.”


Chapter Two

My phone rang while I was in the shower. I stepped out with the water running and looked at the screen. I didn’t recognize the number but answered it anyway. It was Mike di Saronno, a detective with the Midtown West precinct whom I’d met a couple of years back.

“How did you happen to be standing under the bridge when a body hit the ground?” he asked.

“I hope you’re doing well, Mike,” I said. “I’m naked, dripping wet and the shower’s running. Mind if I call you back?”

“Anybody with you?”

“Very funny. I’ll call you when I get dried off. This number okay?”

I keep a bunch of orchids on the windowsill in the shower. They like it, and I admit that I talk to them when I’m showering. I tell them how pretty they are, and I water them with the shower contraption that can be used as a hand-held washer or mounted on the wall like a normal shower. For some reason they seldom talk back even though I’m perfectly friendly.

I told them why I was showering for the second time, to get the dead-guy cooties off. When I toweled off, I threw the towel in the laundry bin and sprayed myself with cologne, which I seldom do. It’s not easy to get a smell out of your nose’s memory, like a catchy but hateful song. I felt like I should put menthol in my nostrils.

I felt like I wanted a cigarette, even though I don’t smoke. Well, I used to a long time ago, and once in a while that just grabs me. No danger I would give in, but I remember thinking it would smoke out the cooties I might have breathed in. So, I opened a new bag of tortilla chips instead and mashed up an avocado with some mayonnaise and cilantro and lemon and salt and laid into it. Then when I had gorged myself with no sense of shame, I called Mike di Saronno back.

“Been a coon’s age,” he said.

“Look, Mike, I know you’re a cop and you’ve probably seen it all before, but I gotta tell you that what I saw this morning is going to be hard to wash off.”

He said a couple of comforting words and suggested that I have a drink.

“I was thinking what I wanted was a cigarette.”

“A drink is better. Safer too.”

“Did they find out who that was?” I asked.

“A banker, name of Gian Luigi d’Ambrogio.”

“Was he dead before he was hoisted up there, I hope?”

“No idea. the M.E. is working on it. He was a bigshot, though. Italian by birth but lived here in New York for the last three decades. Rich as a king. A partner at one of the few white-shoe investment banks that hasn’t gone public.”

“Oh yeah? Which one?”

“Brownlee Brothers.”

“Very toney.”

“Big money involved, and his specialty was dealing with Italian banks and investors, including the Istituto per le opere di religione.”

“Easy for you to say.”

“The Vatican Bank.”

“I suppose we can rule out this having been done by an angry wife or girlfriend.”

“Why so?”

“I don’t know about you, but I don’t know a woman who could figure out how to get a body sixty feet up inside one of the bridge pylons.”

“Well, very few people aside from a former governor of California are strong enough to do that alone. It must have been a group to get the body where it was. And it was not done to try to hide the crime. It was done to humiliate the dead man, or his family or whatever. I gather the birds had done a job on him.”

“Okay, now you’re on dangerous ground, because if you make me throw up I’m going to come over and do it again on your desk.”

“Look, this is not the first time a banker associated with the Vatican has been found hanging under a bridge. Back in 1982, the head of the Vatican Bank was found hanging under one of the bridges across the Thames. People and newspapers thought the Mafia was involved—and they may have been—but the case was never solved.”

“I remember that now that you mention it. And you’re telling me this—why?”

“Because you were there when the crap hit the fan.”

“Careful,” I said. “Careful. My ability to keep the chips and guacamole I just ate in my stomach instead of on your desk is very limited.”

He told me he wanted me to come over to his office and give him a statement. I told him I gave a statement to the cop at the scene of the crime.

“I need more than that, and whoever it was that was with you, bring him along too.”

“That was Gabriele Cortese, whom you may remember better as Rafe Aker, though now he is a completely respectable maître d’ at a restaurant that he owns with his cousin, Dante di Benedetto. It’s called Ora di Pranzo on 20th Street near Gramercy Park.”

“Oh, Rafe. Sure. Smart guy. I didn’t realize that you and he…”

Dramatic pause.

“Very funny. I’m gonna ignore that. The fact that we were going on a bike ride to see a lighthouse does not mean we are somehow involved.”

“It doesn’t mean you’re not, either. And he is Italian.”

“So are you.”

“He’s really Italian though—born there and born in Camorra territory. So was his cousin.”

I pointed out that Gabriele lived in Brooklyn but told him I would try to persuade him to go with me to the precinct.

“If he gets difficult, just tell him you think he owes something to Mike di Saronno. Capisce?”

“Si, padrone, io capisco,” I said with my concept of an accent that typified the Tuscan language in a Roman mouth, like they say.

“Elegantly said.” I could see him smiling over the phone.

In the event, Gabriele agreed right away. Italians know when they owe somebody something, good or bad. I suggested if he would come to my apartment on 48th Street, we could walk up to the 54th Street precinct where Mike’s office was. Then I took Mike’s suggestion and had a double of an aromatic scotch called Lagavullin. Settles the stomach and kinda fumigates the nose. Then I dialed Ruth.

“East Side Livery,” she answered the phone. “Where can we drop you?”

“You’re just lucky you’re married, because I would never kidnap a married lady and hold her in my basement as a sex slave.”

“I know you meant that to sound funny,” she said sourly.

“Gimme a break. I called to apologize for bolting out of your car when you kindly brought me back from the murder scene this morning. I knew I would probably not make it to my apartment before I threw up. Fortunately, I did, but I for sure did not want to spray my breakfast all over the lobby.”

“Pish tosh and a bottle of Pinosh.”

“Same to ya, whatever it means.”

“It means forget it, no prob. I heard about what happened on the radio. Must have been horrible, poor baby.”

“The smell was a one of a kind experience for yours truly. A smell that was alive enough to coat me all over and inside my nose, and zombie enough to gag me.”

“Terrible thing, though,” she said. “They said on TV that the victim was Louie d’Ambrogio, who Murray and I know from the Met Opera Patron Lounge. They went more often than we did, but we seemed to see them every time we were there.”

“Them?”

“His wife, a nice Jewish girl from Brooklyn.”

“Girl?”

“As opposed to what?”

“Grown woman?”

“Well, she is for sure grown up, but she is about half his age, give or take. She was all over him, though, looked very much in love. He was probably worth a fortune. Full partner at Brownlee Brothers.”

I told her that Mike had called and started talking about the Mafia.

“You mean because he was Italian? The Italian Anti-Defamation League will be all over that. Oh, if Sinatra was still alive!”

“No, because Louie worked with the Vatican Bank, and another Vatican banker was found in a similar condition under a bridge in London about thirty years ago. That one was tied to the Mafia, but no indictment ever, no public suspicion, even. Hey, we’ve gotta give Mike a statement, but wanna have a bite later? Kind of a thank-you for being my chauffeuse.”

“Let’s de-sex it please. Chauffeur is fine for both sexes. The head of the Met Patrons is a woman, and she’s called a Chairman. Good enough for the Met, good enough for me. And PS, what you mean ‘we,’ white man?”

“Oh, Gabriele, you know, you gave him a lift here too.”

“And to think, I was, at least theoretically, going to be in a threesome with him at one point with your roommate, Carl. What a hunk!”

“Funny, the way I remember it, you thought he might be a transvestite, and there was never any chance there would be any hanky-panky.”

“Faulty memory, Hugo, my dear. I said I thought he was wearing a fur coat and a jockstrap when he went to Carnegie Hall, which, by the way, turned out to be right.”

“Well, now he’s the unbribe-able maître d’ of a restaurant with an irritable line around the block waiting to get in.”

We agreed to meet at Trattoria dell’Arte at eight. I told her that I might bring Gabriele, since he was going to be with me at Mike’s office. I dared her not to be attracted to him.

“I’ll dance at your wedding, my sweet.”

I was sure she could see me snarl over the phone.


Chapter Three

I went online to find Louie, and he was all over the internet. His wife, Sonia, had been a member of the Jets Flight Crew, aka cheerleaders for an NFL team that alternatively is hated or loved by New Yorkers and New Jerseyites as second-best to the Giants—like the Mets are second-best to the Yankees. There were lots of YouTube-type videos of Sonia and even on YouTube it was fairly easy to watch her breasts get bigger over very few years. She had started doing some small TV roles a couple of years before, but nothing to indicate that she was developing a real acting career.

I was eagerly surfing the internet when Gabriele rang the doorbell.

“Ri-Ri,” I said, using a babyish nickname for Gabriele. We hugged and patted each other on the back. “That was horrible this morning. I’m sorry. I took one of the longest showers of my life, and still I felt dirty.”

“Completamente dimenticato,” he said and put his hand on my cheek. “No prob. Is all forgotten.”

He is the sort of guy who turns heads wherever he goes. Okay, so I am fascinated, but I think a lot of guys stare at him—just that most guys don’t admit it. Doesn’t mean when they watch the stud of the moment in his latest shirtless movie, they don’t find it interesting to stare at. That’s the whole thing behind a lot of advertising. Those vampirish runway models are meant to appeal to their own sex, not the other one. And guys mostly want to be that Old Spice stud, or the construction worker in the old Coke commercial, or that rapper in his tighty whities.

When we first met, Gabriele was very frank that he was attracted to me; some people have a thing for older guys, and a lot of older guys have a thing for youth. I’m no prude, but that was not where I wanted to be.

We had worked out a way of being friends, just friends. I have to admit that I did not want to see his back as he headed for the door, but I was just not ready to start some kind of alternative life style with him. Was I wrong? No idea. The feelings were there, but so were feelings in the other direction. Hey, I am still attracted to Ruth, although that is easier to control because of her husband. I have been married—twice—and if there is anything I know for absolutely certain, it is that I am not the marrying type. Never married a guy, but that has to be even more complicated than marrying a girl.

Anyway, upshot was that I offered Gabriele a drink and he declined, because being an ex-sex worker and a foreigner with a green card, he did not want to have to take a breathalyzer test and explain that he had a screwdriver with an old friend. I had an experience when I was still a young man when a black woman knocked on my door in West Hollywood and when I opened up, she was covered in blood. I grabbed some towels and wrapped them around her arm, which was the source of the bleeding, and she told me that some guy had attacked her. I called the fire department and they got there very fast.

I offered her a brandy before the EMTs came, because I thought that was the thing to do. She declined because the last thing she wanted was for the police to find alcohol on her breath. Differences between two worlds. Stupid differences, but real ones. No cop would want to take a blood test of me if I had been slashed or shot, but I’m white, well educated, have children and grandchildren, a good credit rating, and no criminal record.

Gabriele asked me if I knew what Mike wanted to ask.

“Well, we were both witnesses when a body fell from the bridge pylon and landed right in front of us,” I said. “They’ll want to know everything we can remember about it. That’s all.”

“I’m always afraid I be arrested and deported,” he said. “It still make me nervous be around police. When I still kid, carabinieri being paid by Camorra.”

“Let me give you a hint about something. Mike was talking about the Camorra on the phone because this murder—we assume it was a murder—looks almost exactly like a murder that happened in London some time back, and that was connected to the Cosa Nostra. We both know the Camorra and the Cosa Nostra have guys in New York. Don’t bring either one of those names up, okay? If he asks you, answer him as little as you can.”

“Because my name is Cortese?”

“Not only that, but because of where you were born.”

“Profiling.”

“Whatever. Do whatever you want. Just remember I told you.”

He moved closer to me, uncomfortably close, and I backed up. Space is important.

“Shall we go then?”

“Si, andiam.”

My Italian is mostly menu-driven, but I took a weekend immersion course a few years back when I was planning a vacation to Rome, and I can make my way in a very basic conversation, especially if it stays in the present tense. Gabriele constantly slips in Italian phrases when we talk and usually refuses to translate them, so I learned to figure them out. Like his nickname, Ri-Ri. He told me it’s what his family and friends called him as a child. He generally doesn’t tell people, because it is a childish name, and I never use it except when we are alone. His father died when he was a baby; he only remembers him from photographs.

If you put Gabriele, Mike and me in a line like that, we represent three different decades: thirties, forties and fifties. Mike seldom admits that he speaks any Italian, and he doesn’t evince any understanding when Gabriele throws an Italian sentence in his direction, but I have seen an Italian dictionary in his office. Nuff said.

“Signor di Saronno, come va?” Gabriele said smiling and extended his hand.

Mike shook his hand and said, “Mister Cortese, long time. I hear you have a very fashionable restaurant these days. Good for you. All my friends dream of having a restaurant of their own.”

Mike is not a hugger, so I didn’t even try, just a quick “Hey, Mike” and a hand shake.

He took us into an interrogation room, and Gabriele frowned.

“Sorry, guys, this is the only room that was open on short notice, and it’s private. Nobody over there,” he said, pointing to the mirror. “The little conference rooms are all busy. I’d like to turn on the recording device so that our conversation can be transcribed later, if that’s okay with you.”

We both nodded.

He wanted to know what we remembered about the morning. I told him I had always wanted to see the little red lighthouse, and the only way to get there was to ride a bike or take a taxi, and a bike ride on a sunny day was the better choice. I called Gabriele and asked him if he wanted to go and he said yes. He brought his bike to my apartment and we rode from there.

“Up the bike path by the river?” Mike asked.

“It’s an easy ride, fairly flat, no big hills.”

“You know,” Mike said, relaxing back into his chair, “I was born in Manhattan and I never knew there was a lighthouse there until this morning. Go figure.”

“There’s a kids’ book about it,” I said. “Pretty cool, actually.”

“So, you walked over to the pylon and saw the body hanging from one of the girders. Is that right?”

“Not exactly,” I said. “I was interested to see how the pylon was constructed, yes, so I walked over and looked up at the criss-cross design. I saw something but my glasses are the kind that darken in sunlight, and I couldn’t really see anything very clearly. I saw what I thought might be an eagle’s nest, so I found Gabriele and asked him to have a look.”

“I see some birds,” Gabriele said, “but I tell Ugo birds are black, maybe cornacchia, not eagle.”

“And about then the body fell. I guess it was suspended by the neck, and the neck, umm, came apart. Can we leave it at that? I’m still a little green around the gills.”

“So, you didn’t see anyone around the pylon when you walked over there? Nobody hanging around?”

“Not that I remember, no. You have to walk away from the lighthouse and up a pathway, and I don’t think I saw anyone. That’s why I had to look for Gabriele to help me figure out what I was seeing.”

“Just asking,” Mike said. “Nothing odd about the pylon or the park itself?”

“Well, I wasn’t looking for anything odd, so maybe I wouldn’t have noticed. But no, it seemed like any nice sunny weekend day. Except for what happened afterwards.”

“Did you hear anything, for instance?”

Neither of us could remember hearing anything.

“And did you know Gian Luigi d’Ambrogio?”

“The man? The body guy? No, I didn’t, but my friend Ruth knew him from the Patron’s Lounge at the Opera. She told me when I spoke with her this afternoon because she heard about it on the radio.”

“Were they friends?”

“I don’t think so, no. You’d have to ask her. I have no idea. All she said was she and Murray saw them often at the opera. And she said he had what I would call a trophy wife, about half his age.” I did not look at Gabriele, but I could feel him looking at me and thinking something about my age versus his. “Ruth said she was a nice Jewish girl from Brooklyn, that’s all I remember.”

“And you, Mister Cortese?” He pronounced the name wrong, two syllables, like “core-tease.”

“No, signor di Saronno,” he said with his right hand somewhat elevated with his fingertips together and pointing up. It seemed like it might be a rude gesture, but if it was, I’d never seen it before.

Mike made the same gesture back and they both smiled.

“Tutto bene, Signor Cortese,” he said, pronouncing the name correctly. “Mille grazie.”

Gabriele handed Mike a card. “Ora di Pranzo. Per favore, te invito a cena con Dante e me.”

Mike nodded and shook Gabriele’s hand then mine.

“What was that about?” I asked him when we left.

He laughed. “He admitted that he is Italian,” he said. “And I invited him to have dinner at my restaurant.”

“No, the hand thing.”

He laughed and made that same gesture again. “That’s how he admitted he is Italian.”

“Oh, I thought you were telling him to stuff it.”

“See? You not Italian.”


Chapter Four

It was getting to be that fashionable cocktail hour, so when we got back to my place, I offered Gabriele a drink again. As it turned out, Carl had arrived back from Montreal while we were at the precinct. Carl and I have shared the apartment for years; he’s a former cop, younger than I am, but no spring chick. He’s Hispanic, but as fair looking as the Gerber baby, and blue-eyed to boot. He and Gabriele had met many times.

“We had something fall out of the sky today,” I told Carl.

“Well, it fall from bridge,” Gabriele said.

We told him the whole long story, and that we were going to meet Ruth for dinner because as it happened, she and Murray knew the victim from the Opera.

“She and Murray know some gangster?”

“Nothing to say he was a gangster. He was a very rich, successful investment banker for Brownlee Brothers,” I said defensively.

“Very few straight-arrow investment bankers get hanged from the crossbars of the GW Bridge for birds to eat, that’s all. This was a show murder, a warning murder. I was on mob duty out east for a while, and you’d be surprised which respected rich guys are in with the wise guys.”

“Well, it’s all speculation now.”

“Parts of it are speculation. I’m telling you this was not an angry girlfriend or an angry girlfriend’s husband. It was not a robbery gone wrong. It was not someone collecting a debt for a loan shark. If you want to kill someone and get away with it, you either do it quietly and bury him deep, or you have to be safe no matter who knows what happened. This was a warning for somebody or a group of somebodies that they are in big trouble. Better tell Ruth that this might be radioactive.”

Gabriele and I walked the ten blocks to Trattoria dell’ Arte from my apartment in the theater district. I briefly put my arm around his shoulder and tightened my grip a little. He looked at me and grinned and I let go.

“He’s right.”

“Who?”

“Carl. I grew up in Capri, but Capri not far from Napoli, and Napoli is where Camorra is strongest.”

“I thought Palermo was the most mob-dominated city.”

“Maybe. But that’s Sicilia, not Italy. They don’t even speak our language. They part Arab, you know, and part Greek. Part Spain too.”

I didn’t respond that he was talking about something that happened a thousand or more years ago, and we were rounding the corner of 56th Street and 7th Avenue anyway. Ruth was waiting at the bar which, as usual, was standing room only. I waved at Hector, the bartender, and he gave me a thumbs-up. When a party of three got up and left, he signaled us over to the empty spot.

Kiss-kiss with Ruth, trying to remember which cheek is first. In Rome, it’s right cheek first, so I turned left, and she did too. Why can’t I remember that? In Spain it’s the opposite. And who knows in France. In England, shake hands. Then she pecked Gabriele on the forehead and winked at him, like I would do with my grandson, who is in grammar school. If I ever saw him.

Of course she wanted to know how we were doing, and we agreed that alcohol helps, and so would a good night’s sleep.

“Well, if it was me, I would want to have that good night’s sleep next to someone I love,” she said with a salacious look.

“Not everybody would agree or even has that option,” I said as flatly as I could. “Now could we tell you something that Carl wanted us to pass along to you, please? Without any of the obsessive-compulsive yenta stuff?”

“I just want to be in your wedding,” Ruth said slyly.

“No matter whom I want to marry?” I asked.

“Well, not Bluebeard,” she said.

“Look, dearie-pie, I need to pass along to you what Carl told us. He said that Mr. d’Ambrogio’s death was what he called a ‘show murder.’ Like a show trial in the USSR, I guess. Anyway, not as much a plain old murder as a warning to other people that they are in danger of the same.”

She flashed me a puzzled look.

“I told him that you were acquainted with Mr. d’Ambrogio, and he wanted me to tell you that you would be well-advised to keep your distance.”

“Distance? And by that he meant?”

“Well, I’m not sure, to tell the truth. But he was worried that if you are very close to, say, the widow, you might catch a stray bullet, if you follow.”

“Okay, so I’ve got a table waiting, and we should have dinner and ignore Carl’s doom and gloom. Got it?”

Ruth is a well-built and toned woman of between thirty-five and fifty. Notice how I did that? I have no idea how old anyone is. There are three ages of adults: young, middle-aged and mature. Gabriele is young, Ruth is middle-aged, and I am mature. Leave it at that. Anyway, she was wearing a black-and-white Chanel classic theater suit that I believe I remember Julie Christie wearing in some movie. Or maybe it was Mrs. Onassis. My memory is not as good as it used to be.

I can tell you for sure, however, that it was Chanel—thrift-shop Chanel—because Ruth is a classic Chanel junkie. Also, a world-class collector of Hermes scarves. Not only that, she can arrange them chronologically, given enough alcohol and encouragement. Several drawers in a built-in scarf bureau in one of her closets. I think it may be a more expensive habit than street drugs. Marginally more fun—for aficionados, at least.

Because Ruth has pull (and it helps that they know me too), they put us in the “Green Room,” which is where they seat VIPs.

There was some small talk as the waiter greeted us and ogled Gabriele, who looked him straight in the eyes without blinking until the waiter stopped. Then the runner brought bread, olive oil and water and I perused the wine list. We ordered some antipasti and an overpriced bottle of nero d’avola, a usually inexpensive red wine from Arab-Greek-Spanish Sicily with an unconscionable mark-up that made a plebeian wine seem like something you might bid on at a Christie’s auction.

“Here’s what Carl was saying,” I told her. “He’s fairly sure that this was a mob hit, and I have to tell you he worked on mob detail when he was a detective, so he’s not an amateur.”

“And what makes him think that?”

“Well, to begin with, Mike di Saronno thinks so too, although he can’t go very far with that because it would be just speculation. We were just at his office.”

“Not speculation,” Gabriele said. “It just is. Only reason you do something like what they did to this man is you want everyone to know who’s behind it, and what will happen to anybody who gets in the way.”

Ruth looked dubious. “These are just nice people. We know them from the opera. I’ve never been to wherever they live and we’ve never met anyplace but at the opera, but he was a nice man. Quiet. Polite. Educated.”

“So was Roberto Calvi,” Gabriele said.

“Who?”

Gabriele explained that Calvi was an Italian banker who was found hanging from a bridge in London. “Look, this is the same thing. Is not coincidence. Calvi was banker for Vatican and he get out of line. Everybody knew it was the Ndrangheta.” He caressed the little gold chili pepper he wore on a chain around his neck. “He had bricks tied around him, and a lot of money stuffed in his pockets.”

“When was that?” Ruth asked. “I don’t remember reading about it. And it was the who?”

“Maybe thirty years ago,” I said. “There have been several popes since then. Google his name and you’ll see all about it.”

“Ndrangheta is the Camorra from the south, from Calabria,” Gabriele said.

“So, because someone was killed thirty years ago in London, this has to be a mob murder in New York,” she said, looking at the menu.

“Nothing has to be anything. But I don’t think you can just say oh well, shit happens. When was the last time you remember a socially prominent man being murdered and hanged like a piece of meat under a bridge for birds to eat?”

“With that, I think I’ll go vegetarian for dinner,” she said. “Where’s the wine?” She twisted around looking for the waiter and waved her arm in the air. He was bringing the bottle of wine from downstairs. “Of course we would be meeting in an Italian restaurant.”

“Not exactly. Italian flavor, but owned by one of your guys.”

She flashed me a look. “I’m going to try to get in touch with Sonia anyway. It’s the right thing to do. Nobody from the Mafia is going to chase me down for sitting shiva with a friend, and if they do, I’ll put the evil eye on them.”

“I think that’s what you could call a mixed metaphor, or a mixed something,” I said. “Sitting shiva with the evil eye.”

“It’s America,” she said with a firm set to her mouth that was a double-dare.

“I’m gonna have penne arrabiata,” I said. “And some olive tapenade to spread on this fresh bread.” I poured glasses of wine around and proposed “Cheers,” while we all took a slurp of the deep red, slightly fruity but rough—and costly—wine.

Ruth ordered a double veal chop, and Gabriele ordered chicken Milanese with lemon and chopped tomatoes on top. The dishes at Trattoria dell’ Arte are huge, so ordering something else over and above the entree is folly unless you are a Sumo wrestler.

“I’m going to do some research online about Luigi,” Ruth said. “I hear what you’re telling me, but it’s hard to imagine him being a crook.”

“Not that it’s the same thing, but it was hard to imagine that Bernie Madoff was a crook until he turned himself in,” I punted.

“And there was another Italian bank scandal with a couple of murders here too. It was called Franklin National Bank; it was on Long Island and collapsed with a lot of insiders being sent to prison. One of the bank executives turned state’s evidence and was shot to death by a Mafia hitman. The honcho banker who was convicted was named Sindona; the newspapers called him ‘Mysterious Michele.’ He was convicted of fraud or embezzlement or both, sent to Italy to serve his sentence and unsurprisingly was poisoned while he was in prison. That also involved the Vatican Bank. Sindona was mixed up with the Nixon administration too, if I remember right.”

The penne arrabiata was perfect, just the right amount of crushed red pepper to sting my mouth while the sweet-sourness of the tomato sauce woke up all the taste buds. Gabriele crossed himself before he ate, and Ruth changed the subject to talk about her mother, who was an Alzheimer’s patient up in Riverdale.

“Oh,” Ruth said. “I almost forgot. We have tickets to Andrea Chenier at the Met on Monday and Murray is going to be in Miami. If you’re free, you’re welcome to take his ticket.”

I never turn down a ticket to the opera and said yes without checking to see who was singing, and then said, “I forgot to tell you that the red lighthouse that we originally biked up to see is one of those New York secrets that you want to tell people about.” We wordlessly agreed to drop the murder for the rest of the meal and talked about the weather, the upcoming primary elections, and the Sundance Festival, which Ruth and Murray were planning to go to for the first time.

As we were leaving, she said, “Monday is black tie, Opera Club.”

Walking back toward 8th Avenue and 50th Street, where Gabriele could get an E train to Brooklyn Heights, we were talking about Calvi and Sindona.

“You know, camorristi no play games. All about family e money. You get in the way, you going with the fishes. When they do something like that man, you don’t wanna have nothing to do with it. You didn’t see nothing. You didn’t hear nothing.” His eyes were sharp and clear; his face was serious, his eyes squinting, eyebrows scrunched down.

“Got it,” I said. “You don’t have to tell me twice. I was there today, remember? And using bad grammar doesn’t make what you’re saying any more forceful.”

Hug, hug, pat, pat and he was scuttling down the stairs to the subway underneath Worldwide Plaza. My apartment was only two blocks away, but I stopped at Thalia for a quick Ramazzotti to help my stomach cope with all the red pepper I had eaten. Since it was Saturday night and it was the theater district, the street was mobbed with people, and the bar was crowded, but I squeezed in and the bartender picked up the Ramazzotti bottle and held it up questioningly. I nodded.

There were televisions all around and the news was on. The story was about d’Ambrogio. I didn’t need to hear the sound, and couldn’t have over the thrum of the crowd. A body bag on a gurney and a photo of d’Ambrogio looking like a Supreme Court justice, next to a stock photo of St. Peter’s Basilica. That told the story. They didn’t have to say anything else. Then there were photos of Roberto Calvi and Michele Sindona. Channel 5 was doing their homework. They were connecting all the dots for the wise guys, just in case anybody was wondering.

I paid my tab and went home.


Chapter Five

Fortunately, my tux still fits. I’m no skinflint, but I would not buy a new one. How often do you wear it? The answer is, if you’re not a host in a restaurant, and you don’t play an instrument in an orchestra, twice a year tops. I remember my grandmother saying about dinner jackets, “Band leaders wear them.” Not any more, of course, but similar thought.

I did need to do a quick resuscitation of my formal shirt, which was slightly creamy looking instead of white, so I bleached it, and ironed it myself. It’s one of the soft ones, with big pleats folded over each other in the front and a wing collar that detaches. I have patent leather slip-ons but they’re tight, and I left them in the closet, thinking I could get away with it at the opera with a bunch of slightly dotty opera buffs who haven’t missed a Monday in twenty years. I polished up some regular slip-ons with a tassel that were comfortable and not stiff. They would do.

Andrea Chenier is one of my favorite operas, which proves how trashy I am in my inner self. Critics all hate it, but it has two of the all-time great tenor arias and a famous soprano gut-buster in the middle. That’s worth the price of admission for me, especially when the ticket is free. Plus, it’s a big costume drama set in the French Revolution and our hero is guillotined at the end with his lady love. Of course, the baritone is the villain, but even he has memorable music. So what if it lacks subtlety or whatever? I think I just like tenor operas, meaning operas where the tenor is the lead, and in this case the soprano has a gorgeous weeping aria about her dead mother, but it’s the tenor’s show. Anyway, for me it’s like going to see a movie that I’ve seen before and still love, like Jules and Jim or Lawrence of Arabia.

I wolfed down a dirty vodka before leaving because I know how skimpy the drinks are at the Met, and that they cost about three times what they cost at an expensive bar anywhere else. I know, it’s a good cause, but I have a magnum of vodka in the freezer, lots of olives, and PS: who knew?

I met Ruth, as arranged, by the fountain in the middle of Lincoln Center Plaza. It was a lovely warm evening and the sun was still glinting between the buildings. We agreed we would have dinner at the Grand Tier restaurant inside the Met so we would not have to do a one hundred-yard dash to make the curtain after dinner. They seated us at a table for two next to the front window and just below one of the two magnificent Chagall paintings, each about three stories tall but idiotically blocked from view in the front plaza by a needlessly latticed pattern on the towering glass windows. Architects need an over-the-knee spanking sometimes, hardly ever more so than with reference to the three principal buildings at Lincoln Center. The symphony hall has atrocious and unfixable acoustics, and the second floor of the ballet theater looks like a jail. Makes me think of old movies with Jimmy Cagney and George Raft. Metal cups banging on tables, “Real food! Real food!”

The interior of the Met is a red velvet fantasy with, of course, “the great gold curtain” hanging behind the highest proscenium arch in the western hemisphere. The restaurant is well lighted and has a travertine marble look to it. Service is impeccable; the food is just ok, nothing to complain about. The best part is that you can order your dessert and have it at the first intermission, when it will be waiting for you at your same table. Tra-la. Of course you pay through the nose, but that goes for everything at the Met. Almost everything—the rest rooms are free. Unless you want a towel.

Just after we were seated and thinking about looking at the menus, which never vary, Ruth lighted up like her switch had been thrown all of a sudden then pasted a sad and concerned look over the happyface and stood up. A woman who looked like she had only recently got out of college ran up to her and they did a kiss-kiss, hug-hug number.

“Sonia,” she said
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