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It was one of Pete Shay’s
stranger cases. He’d set out to find the killer of a small-time
hood, and the trail led straight to Fat Vinny, the meanest
loanshark in New York. But then Fat Vinny himself hired Shay to
continue his investigation in order to prove Vinny’s innocence.

Shay knew that Vinny had
never been innocent of anything in his life, but a client was a
client, and Shay needed the money. He’d be up to his
shoulder-holster in blood and bullets before this case was
finished!
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Chapter One

 


IT WAS TUESDAY,
a late winter day
in New York, and I was sitting in my one-room office at 1133
Broadway, waiting for the phone to ring. Two hours before, just
after I got in with my Daily News and coffee, a guy with a wobble in his voice had
called to ask how much I would charge to get the goods on his wife,
who was running around with two other guys. In spite of his
jitters, he was very man-to-man about it—said maybe there were
three other guys. He didn’t sound like money, and I didn’t want to
scare him off by naming a hard price, so I said why didn’t he come
on in and we’d talk about it.

Now it was noon, and he hadn’t
turned up. A private investigator gets used to clients who don’t
show. It goes with the job, with the territory. Clients get worked
up about something, anything, and can’t wait to fumble through the Yellow
Pages with sweaty hands. All it takes is a dime to make the Big
Decision of their generally screwed-up lives. Just talking to
another voice on the phone makes them feel better. It’s better than
going to a priest or a psychiatrist, because once you’re in the
shrink’s office or in the church, it’s hard to run out. A private
investigator gets no such consideration, and all too often the
prospective client who says he’ll be there at eleven sharp is never
heard from again. That usually happens with guys whose wives are
getting it outside the marriage bed. They get embarrassed or they
get stingy, or decide to use a carving knife as a way to solve
their marital problems. But they do show occasionally, and I’m
always glad to take their money, no matter how much I despise them.
A guy who uses a carving knife definitely has more class. Even so,
I like to think of myself as a marriage counselor who carries an
unlicensed .38.

My little heart leapt
with anticipation when knuckles rapped on the frosted glass
door, but when I said “It’s open,” it was definitely not my friend
with the horny wife. Instead, it was Dinty Collins, seedy and
sad-faced as ever, wanly smiling now—a man with a problem. I could
see it in his eyes, in the way he shuffled in, rubbing life back
into his cold-reddened hands. After all, why buy even a pair of
cheap gloves when you can lose the two dollars on a horse? That was
my old friend Dinty.

We went back a long way, all
the way back to the Upper West Side, the unlovely neighborhood where I
was born and raised. But I wasn’t all that glad to see him. A lot
of people felt that way about Dinty. People had been known to get
hurt running through traffic to get to the other side of the street
to avoid him. Through every fault of his own, life had not been
kind to Dinty, and he carried his troubles around like an anvil.
Listening to Dinty bothered people, especially New Yorkers, the
only people Dinty ever saw. He was a loser’s loser, a schmuck’s
schmuck. Like most losers he clung to the ridiculous idea that
tomorrow would be better—it had to be, right?—but of course it
didn’t have to be, and never was.

He sat down in my other chair and said,
“How’s it going, Pete, old buddy?”

The old buddy part
was the kiss of
death, but then I’ve been kissed by losers before, and I did owe
him a big one. Twenty years before, in the wild days of my youth, a
bunch of us guys from the neighborhood went beer drinking in
Yorkville, our idea of the IN thing to do. Along about the fifth
Hofbrau I switched to whiskey and slugged a cop. Another cop ran
after me and Dinty tripped him and I got away. Dinty got three
months on Riker’s Island, while I stayed home and felt
guilty.

Without a word,
I got a quart of
vodka and paper cups from the deep drawer of my desk. I knew Dinty
would have preferred a blast of Power’s Irish whiskey, the drink of
his ancestors, but I wasn’t about to run out and buy it.

“Just to the top,” Dinty said—the stale old
barroom joke.

I handed Dinty his drink and added some
ice water to mine. The bottle was left where he could get at it. In
the corner the radiator hissed feebly and the winter wind rattled
the steel frame of the window.

“So anyway,
how’s the world treating you?” I inquired, pulling on my drink. We
were both masters of words. Dinty had already finished his drink
and was pouring another. He didn’t answer until he drank it
down.

“Not so good,
Pete,” he said, slumping in his chair. “I got problems. Big
problems.”

“How many?”

“How
many what?”

I said, “How many problems, Dinty? If you
have more than one, start with the biggest. Then maybe we’ll work
our way down.”

“You know Fat Vinny Culhane?”

It was a stupid question
because there couldn’t be two Fat Vinnys, not on all this
earth. We
had all gone to school together in the dear days of yesteryear.
Vinny Culhane had always been fat, but never lovable, the son of a
bitch. And once I heard the name I knew exactly what Dinty’s
problem was. Fat Vinny was the biggest independent loanshark on the
West Side.

“How much are
you into him for?” I asked.

“Five hundred,” Dinty said, going at the
vodka again. “Six for five. The usual. A hundred a week for six
weeks or twenty a week in vig.”

The vig is the interest: twenty
per cent. Usually the shylocks let you pay the vig if you can’t
make the regular payments. They like that arrangement because the
principal is carried on the books as unpaid, no matter how long you
pay the vig.

“You’re
behind in the vig,” I said, knowing how impatient that would make
Vinny. “How far behind?”

“Five weeks.
Not so good, I know, but I don’t know why he’s pushing so hard. I been
slow before and always caught up. Vinny knows that. He ought to
know it. I been making loans with him for years. He always got his
fucking money, so why is he leaning on me now?”

“You tell me,
Dinty. Why is he?” It has usually been my experience that when
people ask questions in a certain tone of voice they already know
the answers. Losers are not so baffled by the troubles they bring
on themselves.

Dinty gave me a reproachful
look because I was keeping my sympathy in my inside pocket. He wanted to
cry on my shoulder, but I didn’t want to get my suit wet. Even if
he had done three months in the slam on my behalf, how long was I
expected to go on paying? Over the years he had touched me for
enough money to pay for three years, plus a little torture thrown
in for good measure. The funny thing is, I didn’t think he had come
to remind me of what I owed him. Dinty, the lamebrained yo-yo,
wasn’t that kind of guy. He had come because we were friends
forever, true blue, scout’s honor, and all the rest of that
bull.

“It could be
because I lost my job,” Dinty ventured, watching for my reaction
and not getting any. “But for Christ’s sake I’ll get another one. I
always have. I’m no frigging deadbeat. People know
Dinty
Collins, you better believe it. I’ve got a certain amount of
respect.”

I looked at Dinty, in his worn
pea jacket, gabardine work pants and Thom McAn shoes. People knew
him all right, but I wasn’t too sure about the respect. Playing the
ponies as a way of life is not the surest way to win the man of the year
award.

“You say Vinny has been putting the arm on
you. How hard?” There were no marks on Dinty, so it hadn’t come to
that. Not yet.

“Too hard,”
Dinty said. “Too hard for a guy like me. It’s not like
I ever welched on the fat slob. You don’t see me running, do
you? I’m not on my way to Australia, am I? Vinny and me have been
living in the neighborhood our whole life. We even drink in the
same place, Keely’s. You remember Keely’s?”

“Yeah,” I
said. “Is that place still going?” I remembered Keely’s without
affection. An old Irish dump on Amsterdam Avenue in the Eighties.
Bing Crosby and Dennis Day on the jukebox. Galway Bay. Danny Boy. Did Your
Mother Come? Block ice in the urinals. On the wall a fly-specked map of
Ireland with all the paddy names, to show the rummies where their
ancestors had their castles. Hard boiled eggs and well-thumbed
pretzels and the booze smells of a century. You get the picture,
and you’re welcome to it.

I didn’t want to rush Dinty, I knew
he’d get to the point one of these years.

“Keely’s
isn’t what it used to be,” he said glumly, mourning the end of an
era. “A lot of spics and blacks drink there now. Imagine a black
or a spic walking into Keely’s when we were kids. Jesus! Keely
would’ve chased him with a bat. Young Keely can’t be so fussy
though. The whole neighborhood’s shot to hell. Bodegas,
carnicerias.” Dinty paused to display his knowledge of the Spanish
language. “Bodegas are grocery stores. A carniceria is a spic
butcher shop. The shit they sell. You know, the spics even eat the
pig’s prick. They call that the pinga.”

I blew up. “Jesus Christ,
Dinty! What are you, a reporter for Diner’s Club? We were
discussing Fat Vinny, or did you want to talk about
something else? I
wouldn’t want you to get bored.”

Dinty looked hurt. “What’re you getting mad
for? I’m laying out the background of this thing is what I’m
doing.”

“I get
the background. Now let’s have some foreground. Spell it out. What
did Vinny say? What did his collector say?”

“That’s Joey
Meara. You know him, he knows you. I was sitting in a booth in Keely’s
and Joey sat in with me. Joey the tough guy said I was way over the
limit, time wise. No more excuses, he said. Come up with the money
or he’d have to take steps. That was his word—steps. He grabbed me
by the throat, but didn’t hurt me much. The next day he called my
wife and threatened her on the phone. You ought to hear the way she
started yelling at me when I got home.”

“Meara called your wife?”

“Who else
would it be? Yeah! Yeah! I know that’s not Vinny’s way of working—I
never heard of him threatening a guy’s family, just the guy
himself—so maybe this is a new thing with him. Maybe Joey did it on
his own bat. You know how crazy he is.”

I did indeed. It was like old home
week: Dinty, Vinny, Joey Meara, and me. Irishmen all. Meara was as
bad a guy as I’ve ever known. Even in school he was a bully and a
thug, already into strongarm stuff. I hadn’t seen the bastard for
years, but I’d been hearing a few things about him. He had a long
record of arrests, a few jail terms, and all for crimes of
violence. Barred from working on the docks, he had been a collector
for Fat Vinny for five or six years. On the side he sold guns
stolen from the docks or brought in from states where the gun laws
are limp. His latest enterprise, it was rumored, was smuggling in
13-shot 9mm Browning Hi-Power automatics from Canada. The Hi-Power
is the best automatic in the world, and every hoodlum in New York
wants to own one. They go for three to five hundred on the street,
so Joey must have been getting rich.

Dinty said,
“I don’t
mind them threatening me that much. But it pisses me when they
start bothering May. I mean they were very rough with her on the
phone. You know what the bastard said? He said why didn’t she start
selling her ass to get the money?” Dinty’s pasty face was blotched
with red. He didn’t look healthy. “I don’t know what to do, the way
this thing is going. What do you think I should do, Pete? Maybe go
to the cops?”

I didn’t know until that moment how
rattled Dinty was. We both came out of a neighborhood where nobody
talked to the cops, though that same neighborhood has produced an
awful lot of Irish cops.

“Don’t be a
schmuck,” I said. “How do you know which cop you’ll be talking to?
You know how tight Vinny is with the cops, some of them. How else
could he operate all these years? You mentioned Australia a minute
ago. That’s where you’ll have to go if you talk to the
police.”

“I get
your point, Pete, but where am I going to get five
hundred?”

“What about your brother? He still has that
trucking outfit?”

“That
miserable fuck,” Dinty said. “I wouldn’t go to him if I was dying, but
this time I did and got turned down flat. Couldn’t do it, he said.
Business was bad, bank notes coming due. You know the bit. He
wouldn’t spring for a dime, not even when I told him how serious it
was. You know what dear brother Dominick said? He said I’d find a
way to get out of it. I always did.”

Suddenly I felt very tired.
Dominick Collins was a few years younger than Dinty, and I hardly
knew him at all, but I thought I knew how he felt. It’s hard to
keep laying out money for a lost cause. Even so, if
I had a brother who
was getting the evil eye from the sharks I’d probably dig down one
more time.

I wasn’t Dinty’s brother, but I
dug down. I
didn’t even tell Dinty that he was a horse’s ass because that would
have been a waste of time. He knew it.

“Look, I
can’t go for the whole five hundred,” I said as patiently as I could.
“I have five hundred and a little more, but there are little things
like room rent, office rent—even food, Dinty. You’ve heard of food?
Okay, I can let you have two-fifty. That ought to hold Vinny for a
while. You’ll just have to hustle for the rest. Think of something,
for Christ’s sake.”

Dinty’s watery eyes were
fervent with gratitude. “You’ll get it back, Pete. I swear you
will. God damn it, I hate to take your money.”

“Force
yourself. Now listen, dummy. I’m not going to give you cash or a
personal check. I don’t trust you with cash and I don’t want a
check going through Vinny with my name on. What we’re going to do
is go down to the bank and buy a money order. You fill it out and you sign it.”

“Vinny
doesn’t like checks or money orders, Pete. It’s always cash with
him. I guess the IRS ...”

“Tough shit. He’ll take the money order and
be glad to get it. Make it out to cash if you like. Vinny can
launder it any way he likes. I get to keep the carbon. That way
there’s a record.”

Dinty said admiringly, “You’re thinking all
the time, aren’t you, Pete?”

That was me, Pete Shay—the
brain! I was so smart I was giving away two hundred and fifty dollars I
couldn’t afford. In the future, I knew, there would be times when I
would want to kick Dinty’s bony ass. Like when the snotty desk
clerk at the Buckminster Hotel reminded me that I was behind in the
rent.

I took the bottle away from
Dinty before he could do any more damage to it. He hadn’t been
exactly sober when he walked in and now, four drinks later, he was getting a bun
on.

“As soon as
you get the money order take it straight to Vinny,” I warned him.
“That means no stop-offs at OTB. Vinny holds court at Keely’s,
right? Then go to Keely’s and make peace with the man. I think
he’ll go for it, but you better call me back and let me know what he
says. You got a dime?”

“Sure I got a
dime. Don’t worry, Pete, I’ll call you as soon as
I see Vinny. But
you know I can’t see why he’s being so hard-nosed about this. His
old man and my old man used to get drunk together every Saturday
afternoon.”

“That’s just
wonderful, Dinty,” I said. “Why don’t you remind Vinny? Maybe he’ll
forgive the whole debt.”

He got up to go. Dinty turned before he
got to the door.

“What is it
now?” I asked.

“I’m
wondering where I’m going to get the rest of the money.”

“Dinty,” I said, “if you say another word
I’ll kill you.”


Chapter Two

 


DINTY DIDN’T CALL
back and I decided
the hell with him. I wasn’t even sure that the trouble with Fat
Vinny might not be a con. I had never known Dinty to be a crook,
but when gamblers get crazy enough they do things. My two fifty had
flown away and would never come home to roost. And so it goes. I
decided to forget about Dinty and go back to work. The guy with the
horny wife called late in the afternoon and apologized for not
keeping his appointment. He would be in the next morning at eleven
on the dot.

That killed an unprofitable
day and
there was nothing left to do but go back to the hotel. It’s not the
Plaza, but I call it home, and when I’m in a bad mood I have more
appropriate names for it. Like dump. The Buckminster is on
unfashionable West 38th Street, between Sixth and Seventh Avenues,
and I have endured it for three years. The management bitches when
the rent is overdue, but I haven’t been locked out yet. The manager
and I are wary adversaries, which is the best way I can phrase it.
Off the lobby there is a coffeeshop run by a mustachioed Turk named
Achmed, where I am permitted to run up a modest tab. The veal
parmigiana and spaghetti isn’t bad, and they give you a lot of
it.

I had that for dinner and it
was nearly eight when I bought some magazines and went up to my room. In
my tiny office-sized refrigerator there was a nice cold shaker of
vodka and grapefruit juice waiting for me. After five drinks I
threw the magazines on the floor and went to sleep and just as I
was drifting off I thought of Dinty. I guessed the idiot was all
right.

But he wasn’t—he was dead! If
it hadn’t been my custom to drag breakfast out as long as I
could I
might easily have missed the news of his passing. Morning is never
a good time for me, so I sit in Achmed’s coffeeshop and drink
umpteen cups of black coffee while I leaf through the early papers,
reading everything from the latest quote from Billy Carter to the
indignant letters about illegal aliens taking the bread from
American mouths.

There was nothing in the
Daily
News, but
the New York
Post gave
Dinty a cute little box all to himself. It said that Daniel P.
Collins, 38, had been beaten to death in a pocket park off
Amsterdam Avenue. It had to be Dinty—the address was right. The
police believed that the deceased had been the victim of a mugging
attack since no money was found on the body. Mr. Collins’ body had
been discovered at 4:30 a.m. by a security guard from a nearby
housing project.

Well goodbye, Dinty, I thought,
you poor, hopeless clown. The newspaper said the
mini-park
was in the Eighties, which put it right next door to Keely’s. I let
my coffee get cold while I turned it over in my mind. It could be
Joey Meara or just another of New York’s seventy-five thousand
muggers. The whole West Side is mugger country. Day or night, it
makes no difference. You go out to buy a quart of milk or a pack of
butts and twenty to one you get a knife in the kidneys or an iron
pipe across the skull. They kill you if you have money and they
kill you even quicker if you don’t.

My first instinct, a good
one, was to
let it go. Dinty had been putting himself in the way of trouble all
his life, and now he was dead. Anyway, what could I do about it,
even if I wanted to? I looked at my watch and it was a few minutes
after ten thirty, time I was getting down to the office to listen
to the cuckold. This time he would probably show, which meant a
little money in the bank. Somebody had to make up the two fifty I
had thrown away.

I was so determined to forget Dinty
that I even went out and flagged down a taxi. The driver gave me
the finger when I waved him away. So there I was standing in the
street, wondering what to do. Two or three minutes later I still
hadn’t come to any decision. I would make a few calls, do a few
things, and take it from there, or leave it, but first I wanted to
have a look at the body. What I hoped to gain by that I had no
idea.

The Medical Examiner’s
department, crudely known as the morgue, is off Second Avenue, a
few blocks above 14th Street. I knew where it was, I had been there before,
but not lately. There used to be a cooperative guy I could work
with on the day shift, but when I asked for him at the desk they
said he’d quit. I asked to talk to one of the attendants and drew a
hyperactive faggot, a flit with all the moves of a speed freak. He
looked like Mr. Peepers, the same voice and oversized glasses. He
bobbed up and down as if he had springs in his heels, a twitchy
smile fixed on his face.

“Well, if
you’re not family or a regular policeman, you just can’t come in
here, and that’s final,” he said. “Don’t argue about
it. I
won’t listen to another word. What I mean to say is who do you
think you are anyway?”

I hadn’t said much of anything.
I took out a five dollar bill and put it in the breast pocket of
his white lab coat. He didn’t seem to notice. “Mr. Collins was a
very close friend,” I said.

“Oh, for
goodness sake, why didn’t you say so in the first place?” he babbled. “I
certainly didn’t intend to be rude, if that’s what you’re thinking.
People come in here with all sorts of strange requests. I won’t
mention any names, of course, but there is a certain well known
movie star—he started his career as a dancer—who comes here every
time he’s in town. He likes to look at old dead ladies. I suppose
it’s a mother thing. Just as a matter of interest I checked him out
and his Mom is still very much alive. Believe me, I could tell you
a thing or two.”

I reminded him of Dinty.

“Well of
course there really isn’t any hurry, is there?” he went on
breathlessly. “He isn’t going anywhere, is he? But I can tell
you’re anxious to see the remains so if you will just follow me.”
The fag looked up Dinty’s box number and pulled the tray out of
the wall. It was cold as hell in the big tiled room. The tray came
out smoothly and there was old Dinty all stitched up from neck to
crotch. Whoever had done the needlework hadn’t tried to make it too
fancy. Dinty’s eyes were closed and the top of his skull was bashed
in.

“The PM’s
already finished as you can see,” the faggot chirped. “We don’t
waste any time in this here neck of the woods. As soon as they come
in we get to work on them. We aim to please, as
the
man said, not that any of our customers ever complain.”

Every morgue attendant knows
that joke and it was already old when all those guys knifed Julius
Caesar. Looking at Dinty, I tried not to listen to the faggot, but it wasn’t
easy because he wasn’t one of those speed freaks who talk only to
themselves. This creep wanted an audience.

Now he was saying, “We just
barely missed getting Rockefeller in here. Oh my gosh, can you
imagine that! I know the Rock was kind of old, but he was a macho
guy ...”

The fag stopped to say, “You don’t look so
good. Did he owe you money or something? Because if you’re looking
for money there just isn’t anything. Don’t you know New York’s
finest always get first crack, not to mention expensive watches and
rings. Somebody else stole them, right. Of course your friend might
not have had any money. Think how mad that must have made the fuzz.
No, he didn’t have a sou, not a farthing, not a peso.”

“Who was here besides me?”

“His wife,
his brother, and a black detective named Williams.”

“Albert Williams?”

“Oh, I don’t know about that. Very big, very shiny black and
good-looking. Yes indeedy, very good-looking.”

I didn’t know much about
Williams except that he
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