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  CHAPTER 1


  THREE BLACK CHEVY BISCAYNESeach carrying two armed men, squinting into the harsh sunlight, clench-jawedrocketed single file toward New Orleans on U.S. Highway 61, that queen of American long roads. Highway 61 ran the length of the country, right through its engorged and corn-fed heart. Its terminus lay dead ahead. Alongside this highway, men of God have both sinned against us and died for our sins. At its crossroads, genius has been bought for the bargain price of a human soul. On nearby backstreets and dusty roads, the misfit children of shopkeepers, of ex-slaves, of unappreciated schoolteachers, have seen fit to assume aliases. Buddy, Fats, Jelly Roll, T.S., and Satchmo. Bix, Pretty Boy, Tennessee, Kingfish, and Lightnin’. Muddy, Dizzy, and Bo; Son, Sonny, and Sonny Boy. B.B., Longhair, Yogi, Gorgeous, and Dylan. Thus disguised, they left home on this very highway and unleashed America’s strange, true voice on an unsuspecting world. At least one lowly truck driver traveled this road to his improbable destiny as king, at least one prostitute to hers as queen. Both died young, as the royals along Highway 61 reliably dothe king on his gilded throne and the queen on the road itself, her blood soaking into the blacktop. Along this highway, a nation’s idea of itself died and was born again. And again. Over and over.


  It was 1963. A Sunday, unseasonably hot for January. The men in the three black Biscaynes drove with the windows down and did not appear to be sweating or nervous. The New Orleans skyline loomed. The speed limit changed, and the drivers slowed down.


  Ahead, on the left, a few miles shy of the end of the highway, was the Pelican Motor Lodge, where Carlo Tramonti kept his office. No out-of-towner would have guessed that the nondescript cinder-block restaurant next door, Nicastro’s (closed Sundays), served the best Italian food in the city. The best that money could buy.


  The best food, period, was available every Sunday, a few blocks away, at Tramonti’s plantation-style home, where Nicastro’s gifted young proprietor/ chefalong with nearly every other man related by marriage or blood to Carlo Tramontiwas on this day sipping red wine and taking his leisure under a massive live oak that obscured any view of the house from the street. The house was white, lovely, in scale with the rest of the neighborhood. The backyard overlooked a swampy, magnolia-lush corner of one of the finest country clubs in New Orleans. Tramonti was the first Italian the club admitted; he’d been sponsored by the governor himself.


  Children of all ages swarmed the yard.


  A game of bocce had sprung up and become an excuse for good-natured taunting among the men. As usual, Agostino Tramontithe smartest and shortest of Carlo’s five younger brotherscame in for the worst of it. He had a talent for sports and games but took them too seriously.


  From inside the house came the sharply barked Italian commands of Gaetana Tramonti, wafting into the midday haze along with the aroma of baking chicken, roasting sausages, and various simple sauces her chef son-in-law could imitate but never perfect. Gaetana was a stout Neapolitan matriarch, Carlo’s wife of forty-one years. An army of bickering daughters and daughters-in-law did her bidding, exasperated in a way everyone here understood as love.


  Carlo Tramonti strolled among his guests with a walking stick, kissing his grandchildren and tousling their hair, listening to the problems of his nephews and cousins. He looked like a Mediterranean shipping magnate, from his sun-bleached, perfectly trimmed white hair and double-breasted navy blazer right down to his sockless, loafered feet. He was five-eleven, the tallest man here. He wore enormous black sunglasses. His aristocratic air had come gradually. He’d started out as a shrimp-boat hand and part-time bookie and risen though the ranks. In those days, the city’s underworld was run by two warring factions, families who’d come from the same little town on the west coast of Sicily and whose grievances went back for centuries. Tramonti had negotiated peace and united the survivors of that negotiation into the clan he’d run for almost thirty years. No Family ever enjoyed better political protection or such a complete monopoly over its territory. No Family was ever less violent. The fear the Tramonti clan inspired was akin to the fear that the devout have of their God: a subservience to power and a form of love. To most people in New Orleans and throughout Louisiana, the Tramontis were the big black king snake that lived quietly under the house, dining on water moccasins, pygmy rattlesnakes, and disease-laden rats.


  Carlo finally joined the bocce game. There was a gracefulness to his every fluid motion. His presence calmed his brother down. Augie Tramonti was a foot-shorter version of Carlosame haircut, same tan, same custom-made clothes from the same tailorexcept that he walked on the balls of his feet, bouncing, a man with too much to prove.


  The pasta course was set out on long tables on the wraparound porch. The women called out to the men and the children to come eat.


  It would of course be difficult to exaggerate the significance in most Italian homes of good food and big family meals, especially in New Orleansthe oldest Italian community in the New World, where the vigilante murder of innocent Sicilian immigrants was once ordered by the city’s mayor and publicly condoned by the president of the United States, and yet where that Italian creation, the muffaletta, was the city’s true Communion host. The Tramontis were a family, a New Orleans family, and meals like this kept them that way. No outsider could hope to understand how much the bounty now set before the Tramonti clan was both taken for granted and cherished. Carlo Tramonti made his usual toast, just a warm and simple “La famiglia.”


  His family echoed him and drank.


  The Tramontis set down their glasses. “Mangiamo!” Gaetano called out.


  As she did, the men from the black cars appeared on the lawn, guns drawn.


  Women and children screamed.


  Carlo Tramonti got to his feet. He made no attempt to flee. Absurdly, he grabbed a steak knife and held it aloft. These men could not be cops. Tramonti owned the cops. Several shades of color had drained from his face. He looked down at his plate, at his wife’s spaghetti puttanesca. He could not have expected anything like this would happen to him, in front of his family, on a Sunday afternoon, as he was about to eat.


  “INS!” the lead agent shouted. “Immigration!”


  Carlo Tramonti cocked his head, obviously confused. He’d been in New Orleans for almost sixty years, about as long as jazz andcertainly in the eyes of his family, at leastjust as American. Even the Tramonti grandchildren must have imagined that the badges were fake.


  Augie Tramontiwho, after the recent death of a trusted old uncle, had been promoted from head of the Family’s drug-trafficking operation to consigliereasked if he could look at the badges. The agents politely complied. He bit his lip, looked at his brother, and shrugged. Who’d ever seen an immigration agent’s badge?


  If they really were from the INS, it did explain quite a bit. They weren’t cops or even FBI, and they probably weren’t there to kill him. It explained how they got past the associates Tramonti had stationed out front. It explained why they stormed the place, rather than the more subtle approach the CIA would probably have used on him.


  Carlo Tramonti slowly set his steak knife down.


  In fact, he had never quite managed to become an American citizen. By the time he was old enough to apply for citizenship himself, he was up to his sleepy-lidded eyeballs in various rackets that might have made the process difficult. But those same involvements had given him the means to avoid the issue altogether. Four years earlier, Carlo Tramonti had even testified before a subcommittee of the United States Senatetaking the Fifth Amendment sixty-one timeswithout the question of his citizenship ever coming to light.


  The lead agent first asked him if he was Señor Carlos Tramonti, from Santa Rosa, Colombia. Tramonti stared at him.


  Another agent said “La Ballena.” Spanish for “the Whale.” Other agents chuckled.


  Nicastro, the chef, perhaps from years of hearing customers mispronounce Italian words, and surely also from the stress of the situation, blurted a correction: “La Balena.”


  Other members of the Tramonti clan glared at him. No one called Carlo Tramonti by that nickname, not to his face.


  Carlo looked only at Gaetana, at the other end of the table, standing now, hair damp with sweat, tears streaming down her round cheeks.


  “I’d like to have my lawyer present,” Carlo Tramonti said.


  “That won’t be necessary,” said the head agent.


  Tramonti shrugged. Who can say what’s necessary?


  “We just have a few questions for you,” the agent continued. “A minor matter. We’ll be finished in no time.”


  “A minor matter can wait,” Carlo Tramonti said, “until Monday.”


  “I’m afraid not.” The agent asked Tramonti to go get his passport and come with them.


  “It’s at my office.”


  One of the other agents produced a pair of handcuffs.


  “There’s no need for that,” Carlo Tramonti said.


  The agents handcuffed him anyway. “Procedure,” they insisted. They cuffed his ankles, too.


  In Italian, Carlo Tramonti asked Gaetana to go get him some cash.


  The agent in charge smirked. “No need for that, either.”


  “My toothbrush, then,” Carlo said to his wife, still in Italian.


  “No,” the agent said.


  The agent’s colleagues seemed to enjoy marching Carlo Tramonti from the table, past a din of protest from his alarmed family, past the terrified faces of his grandchildren.


  Carlo looked back over his shoulder at Gaetana and told her to, please, eat without him.


  “We’ll be back in time for dessert,” Augie said, scrambling to his feet and following.


  Augie told the agents that he’d meet them at the office. He nodded to another brother, one who ran several of their legitimate businesseswarehouses, parking lots, dog tracks, strip clubsand who’d know the right lawyers to call.


  Gaetana ordered her family to eat, as sternly as she would on any given Sunday.


  “Your procedures?” Carlo Tramonti hissed as he was shoved into the backseat of one of the black Biscaynes. “Spite and humiliation, these are procedures?”


  “I’m afraid,” the head agent said, “that in cases like yours, that’s an affirmative.”


  The Pelican Motor Lodge was a clean, white cement rectangle of rooms surrounding a landscaped courtyard and a drained kidney-shaped swimming pool. The pool had a stockade fence around it. Tramonti kept his offices in a suite of four gutted, remodeled rooms in the far back corner, largely obscured by an artfully trimmed thicket of nandina.


  The agents frog-marched Tramonti into the suite’s reception area, where, weekdays, his sister-in-law Filomena answered the phone and screened visitors.


  Carlo Tramonti’s name did not appear on the thick door to his office. Instead, painted right onto it in large, flowing gold script, was an epigram: Three may keep a secret if two of them are dead. The lettering had been a birthday gift from his brother Joea painter of local renown, whose canvases (jazz scenes, Negro funerals, gators) sold briskly in the French Quarter and who was represented by a gallery there (which Joe also owned). He was also the man in charge of the Family’s jukebox and vending-machine interests.


  Inside, the paneled office walls sported several framed newspapers, yellowing and biased accounts of that infamia, the mob that had claimed the life of Tramonti’s grandfather, among many others. The rest of the walls were all but covered with more than a hundred carefully arranged family photographs. The mahogany desk gleamed. The carpeting smelled new. Tramonti replaced it every year. There were no ashtrays here and, famously, no trash can. Carlo Tramonti supposedly found it distracting to conduct business in any room that was not perfectly neat, a compulsion that extended to trash cans, even empty ones.


  The agent in charge of this charade asked Tramonti for his passport.


  Tramonti sat down heavily in his leather desk chair. “I wish to have my lawyer present.”


  In the reception area, Augie Tramonti arrived, out of breath. Agents grabbed him by the shoulder and restrained him just outside the open door. Before he’d gone on to bigger things, Augie “the Midget” Tramonti, small as he was, had enjoyed a long, sadistic run as an enforcer. If dead men could tell tales, many would say they’d seen Augie look at them with the same cold contempt he now showed these agents.


  “My brother’s not going to talk to you people without a lawyer.” Augie’s voice was raised but even. “So forget it. And he don’t like that, the smoking there. The lawyer’s coming.” When Augie Tramonti mentioned the lawyer’s namea distinguished one in Louisiana for more than a centuryit seemed to mean nothing to the agents, who continued to smoke.


  The agent in charge took out a letter from Attorney General Daniel Brendan Shea and read it aloud. It accused Tramonti of being a citizen of Colombia, not Italy, as his work visa claimed. As evidence, the letter cited several trips to Cuba for which Tramonti was alleged to have used his Colombian passport. It cited the fact that Tramonti apparently had no Italian birth certificate (he was hardly the only person born in the Sicilian countryside in the nineteenth century who did not). It cited his lack of an Italian passport (it had expired under the reign of the hated Mussolini; Augie used his connections in Colombia to get a passport there for his brother). It alleged that Tramonti had used a “pattern of bribes and coercion” to keep his work visa current. “Because of this pattern of falsification,” the letter went on, it was “incumbent” on the INS to deport Tramonti to his “native Colombia.” Carlo Tramonti had never set foot in Colombia, but of course everyone here knew that. The cost of “said transportation” would be recovered by placing a tax lien on Tramonti’s home.


  The agent in charge nodded. His associates started pulling out file and desk drawers, dumping their contents onto the carpeted floor. Carlo Tramonti reddened but did not speak.


  “You need a warrant!” Augie called.


  “We need you to kindly shut up,” the agent said, “sir. And, no, for an illegal foreign national, we don’t need a warrant. In matters of national security such as this, our only directive is to protect the American people.”


  Carlo Tramonti closed his eyes and rocked slightly back and forth.


  “We are the American people!” Augie Tramonti shouted. “You’re just the fucking government.”


  Carlo Tramonti groaned, and then he bent over and vomited.


  The chains prevented him from spreading his legs far enough apart, and the vomitred wine; coffee; peppers and eggsspewed onto his shoes and into the cuffs of his trousers.


  “Found it,” an agent announced. Top desk drawer. The most obvious place, and the last place the agents chose to look. Another agent rushed outside to vomit in the shrubbery.


  The agent in charge took the Colombian passport from his colleague, stepped around the pool of Tramonti’s reddish vomit, pointed toward the door, and said something in Spanish.


  Tramonti cocked his head.


  “My brother,” Augie said, “don’t always hear everything so good sometimes.”


  The agent repeated himself. “Your brother doesn’t appear to speak Spanish, either.”


  “What Spanish?” Augie said. “Spanish how?”


  “I was just reading his door,” the agent said. “‘Three can keep a secret if two are dead’sounds like a sign my kids would hang on their tree house, right next to NO GIRLS ALLOWED.”


  Carlo sat up straight but did not answer. He shot a look at his brother. Augie was the kind of man who would take pleasure in humbling this nothing, this federal nobody, by answering the question. For a moment, though, he held his tongue.


  “Oh, I get it,” the agent said. “It’s some kind of knife-wielding-Guido manifesto.”


  “For your information,” said Augie Tramonti, “the fella who said that there was none other than Mr. Benjamin Franklin. OK? Who I’m not surprised if you never heard of, since he’s one of the ones who signed the Constitution of Independence, which, with all due respect, it seems like you gentlemen aren’t familiar with, huh?”


  “Benjamin Franklin signed the Declaration of Independence, not the Constitution.”


  Augie Tramonti shook his head in disagreement, Carlo in disapproval. “He signed ’em both,” Augie said. “Guarantee, hey? Grade school, you should have learned that, which is ... how is it people say it? Shocking but not surprising.”


  “Enough.” Carlo rose unsteadily to his feet. One of the agents blew cigarette smoke in his face. Carlo swallowed hard and withstood it.


  The agents pushed Augie aside and led Carlo out into the fresh air, back to their plain black cars.


  “I am being kidnapped,” Carlo Tramonti said. It was a clear accusation, evenly leveled.


  The agents ignored him and kept moving.


  “This is America!” Carlo Tramonti hissed.


  “Correct,” said the agent in charge. He slammed the door.


  “This is not how people are treated in America!”


  “From here on out,” said the agent in charge, “for people like you, it sure as heck is.”


  As the three black cars drove away, Augie Tramonti, standing alongside Highway 61, pointed and stomped and screamed Sicilian curses.


  At the New Orleans Airport, the attorney general of the United States waited on the tarmac in a black limousine. An aide brought him word that the Whale was on his way. Outside, other aides were putting the finishing touches on a makeshift podiumJustice Department seal, American flags, sound check. They informed the network television crews it wouldn’t be long now. Daniel Brendan Shea looked amply ready for his close-up. He was an almost pretty man, black Irish with sharp cheekbones, long white teeth, and the kind of disproportionately large head the cameras love. In person, Danny Shea looked less like his brother than he did a Hollywood actor cast as President James Kavanaugh Shea, a taller man, whose handsome features were more recognizably human.


  Sirens drew closer. A jet airplane was parked nearby, engines running and crew on board.


  The A.G. stepped out of his limo and stood, alone, squinting and shading his eyes, facing the direction of the sirens. The cameramen and reporters shouted at him, but he either did not hear or pretended not to. As the three Chevy Biscaynes came speeding into view, escorted now by what looked like an endless string of state and local police cars, Danny Shea turned his face into the wind, folded his arms, and shook his head in a way that suggested hard-won victory. If this was only a pose, it was nonetheless an excellent one.


  What was Danny Shea thinking? He had to have known that this would never hold up in court. That this was just for show.


  Was the motivation revenge? Four years ago, he’d sat behind his then boss, Senator Theodore Preston Davies of New York, and been captured on TV getting increasingly angry as Carlo Tramonti took the Fifth Amendment again and again, reading it off a printed card his lawyer gave him. The more agitated Shea got, the more times he whispered in his boss’s ear, the more Tramonti seemed to be enjoying himself. It’s possible that this deportation was Danny Shea’s way of wiping the smug grin off Carlo Tramonti’s faceparticularly since other aspects of his initiative against the so-called Mafia would give it the appearance of a vendetta. There was, for example, the suspicious death of one of Shea’s young attorneys, William Van Arsdale (whose people were the Van Arsdale Citrus Van Arsdales), who was killed the year before in a hit-and-run in D.C. His mistress had been guilty of adultery, she admitted, but not murder. The jury unanimously disagreed. No hard evidence ever came to light that Billy’s widow, Francesca, the daughter of the late Santino Corleone, somehow had the mistress framed. But recently declassified documents did show that the A.G. had dedicated this entire operation to the memory of William Van Arsdale. The rationale for this has never been definitively proven, which of course only made it a more delicious morsel for conspiracy theorists.


  Historians, however, favor the theory that Danny Shea was trying to atone for the sins of his father, the late M. Corbett Shea, former ambassador to Canada. Danny must have known that Tramonti had made his first few millions off slot machines that came his way via Vito Corleone, just as Mickey Shea made his first millions off bootleg liquor hauled to New York in Vito Corleone’s olive oil trucks. Danny’s chilly, unyielding father had been brought low by a stroke not long after the election, but he’d lived long enough to catch televised glimpses of his sons running the free world as they saw fit, distancing themselves from the old man’s prejudices and unholy alliances.


  Was it possible that Danny Shea didn’t quite know his father’s history? That he had no idea how his brother really got elected? Was it possible that the A.G.’s motive was to serve the public good and nothing but the public good? Possible. Some people believe in simple, non-contradictory motives, and in America people are at least nominally entitled to their beliefs. The American soul has been bought and paid for at the crossroads of Fact and Belief.


  As the convoy passed Danny Shea, cameras recorded his thumbs-up to the INS agents. But nothing in his body language or facial expression betrayed what was on his mind.


  The cars stopped. The INS agents got Tramonti out and ushered him in a camera-friendly way toward the plane. It was impossible to walk in chains on TV and not look guilty. What the cameras captured was a wild-haired old man, staggering across the tarmac in stained trousers, raving like a debased evil genius. Tramonti was actually shouting about the principles on which America was built, but the airplane’s engines drowned him out. On camera, he might as well have been yelling, I’ll get you for this, Superman!


  Two uniformed MPs appeared in the doorway of the plane and took Tramonti inside, whereother than the pilot and copilot and the MPsit turned out he would be the only one on board.


  The plane took off.


  Several members of the press corps broke into applause.


  The attorney general lowered his head, turned, and strode to the podium.


  “Today,” he said, “the United States of America is a freer and safer nation.”


  He outlined some of Carlo Tramonti’s suspected illegal activities, not only in Louisiana but throughout the South and in Florida. Mr. Tramonti listed “motel owner” on his income tax return where, according to the A.G., it should say “crime boss.” He was a part of “a vast criminal underworld” in which he had conspired to swallow up so many businessesboth legal and illegal, everything from a chain of beachwear shops in Florida to a chain of bordellos in Texasthat he was commonly known as “the Whale.” Mr. Tramonti claimed to be Italian, but now it seemed that all along he was a citizen of Colombia, at least according to documents procured during a lengthy Justice Department investigation. Mr. Tramonti was being returned to the documented town of his birth, a tiny mountain village called Santa Rosa. Shea looked into those cameras and, with God’s perfect straight face, told the world that this deportation had been handled in strict adherence with the laws of the state of Louisiana and federal immigration statutes as well.


  “But make no mistake,” he said. He paused. He seemed to be looking beyond the cameras, to some elusive paradise that only he could see. Near baggage claim, maybe. “The matters at hand are grave. There are more men out there like Mr. Tramonti, many more, evildoers who are destroying liberty in cities all over America. All over the world, in fact. Mr. Tramonti is an archenemy of our basic American freedoms, but he’s not the only one. There are others, and we will not rest until they have been brought to justice.”


  A reporter asked the A.G. what he meant by that.


  Daniel Brendan Shea was still in his thirties, but he was a born politician. Ordinarily he discussed accomplishments and objectives by saying we did this, we believe that, we will do the other thing. He avoided the first person singular, affixing credit to others, both to individuals and to “this administration” or “our department.” But he was visibly excited now, enough so to abandon any semblance of humility.


  “I plan to go down in history,” he said, straight into the lens of the top-rated evening news show in the world, “as the man who brought down the Mafia.”


  This claim provoked a brief, stunned silence. Then one of the reporters raised his hand. “So what you’re telling us is, the so-called Mafiait’s real?”


  There was nervous laughter, but not from Danny Shea.


  “They’re real,” he said. “They’re among us.”


  At the Medellín Airport, the MPS took Carlo Tramonti straight to a back room where VIPs went through customs. They were met by several uniformed Colombian officials and two other Americans. One wore a guayabera shirt and green sunglasses. Under the sunglasses was a pirate-style eye patch. The other man was weak-chinned with thick-framed black glasses, good posture, and a cheap black suit. He was the one who did most of the talking. He spoke Spanish and seemed to be a previous acquaintance of the Colombian official with the most medals.


  Tramonti looked dizzy. He asked if the Americans were from the embassy or the INS.


  “Pardon me,” said the weak-chinned man, “but perhaps you’d be more comfortable sitting down?” The man’s voice dripped with Waspish old money. It made the cheap suit seem like a costume. “Sir? Please.” He pointed to what seemed to be a row of seats from a dismantled stadium. Tramonti sat.


  Badges were shown and paperwork exchanged and eventually the men all started laughing, all but Tramonti. The MPs handed the keys to the handcuffs and Tramonti’s bogus passport to the American with the eye patch and then left. The Colombians and the weak-chinned man left, too, laughing all the way.


  The man in the eye patch freed Tramonti’s hands and feet and tossed the chains in the trash can. Resentment came off him like a stink. He looked like someone whose friends had gone fishing for tarpon and left him back at camp to do woman’s work.


  “Are you going to tell me who you are?” Tramonti said. “What you are? Because I think I get the picture. CIA, eh? I worked with some of your people before, you know.”


  “Then you know that if I was or if I wasn’t,” he said, “I’d say I wasn’t.”


  He had a New Jersey accent. He took Tramonti out a side door, where a battered taxi idled at the curb. A sign in Spanish welcomed them to the Land of Eternal Spring.


  They got in the back together. In Spanish, the agent told the driver to go to the Hotel Miramar and suggested a particular route.


  Darkness had fallen. Tramonti seemed to be having trouble breathing. He returned the agent’s silence with silence. Like many men in his tradition, he had a talent for waiting people out.


  Carlo Tramonti had been one of three American bosses (Silent Sam Drago and Michael Corleone were the others) who, independently, had cooperated with the CIA to train assassins to go into Cuba and take care of some things from the top down. The bosses had compared notes and concluded that the government’s plan all along had been to effect a regime change in Cuba and blame the assassination on the so-called Mafiaalthough rumor had it that the Corleones had gotten fancy and tried, unsuccessfully, to pin one particular botched attempt on a caporegime named Nick Geraci. Geraci was said to have betrayed them, though there were other versions of that story swirling around, too. Tramonti had no way of knowing that both the Yale-educated Wasp, slumming in that cheap suit, and Joe Lucadello, the man with the eye patch, had worked on that project, toowith Geraci, in fact.


  The taxi came to a stop in front of the hotel.


  “Get out,” Lucadello said. “You have a reservation. In the restaurant here, my advice is, stick with the steak dinner.”


  The Hotel Miramar had a doorman, the sign of a reasonably classy joint.


  “You forgot my passport,” Tramonti had the presence of mind to say.


  Lucadello shook his head. “Sorry.”


  “You’re leaving me here,” he said, “just like that? No money, no passport, no papers, no real knowledge of Span”


  “Bisteca, the word is. Beefsteak. Pronounced the same as in Italian. Roger that? Charge it to your room, whatever you need to do. But right now, sir, you need to get out of the car.”


  Tramonti nodded and, because he had no choice, obeyed.


  He got out.


  The doorman closed the door for him and did not kill him.


  The bellboy did not kill him, either, or even seem to find anything remarkable in Don Tramonti’s lack of luggage.


  The desk clerk spoke serviceable English. The room was indeed reserved, but the hotel requested some kind of payment up front.


  Tramonti frowned. “Do I look like that kind of a bum, sir? The sort of man who doesn’t settle his accounts?”


  He did: unshaven, stained clothes, stinking of sweat and vomit.


  “No, sir,” the clerk said. He extended a key as if he might jerk it back at the last second. Tramonti grabbed it. The clerk’s smile oozed contempt. “Thank you,” he said. “The bill, it is in our futures.”


  The hotel was not the sort to have a menswear shop where Tramonti could buy clothes and charge them to his room. He went up to his suite.


  He sent his suit out to be cleaned and ordered fish from room service. Better to be sick than poisoned. He tried to make a phone call back to his wife and family, but the operator’s English and Italian were as weak as Tramonti’s Spanish. The call never had a chance. He ordered bottled beer as a way of not drinking the water. He spent a sleepless night tossing and turning in the too-soft bed and every so often going to the bathroom to vomit. The fish had not agreed with him.


  In the morning, the manager knocked on the door and said it would be necessary to address the issue of payment. Tramonti came to the chained door in his boxer shorts. The manager had the police with him and Tramonti’s dry-cleaned suit as well.


  They waited patiently for him to perform his ablutions and get dressed. Then they took him to jail, to his own private cell, which was clean and modern and, like his office back in New Orleans, did not contain a trash can. Out the barred window was a lovely view of the mountains. He was not formally charged with anything.


  His first caller was a government official who asked in impeccable English if it might be possible that Tramonti, as the most famous and indeed most prosperous person ever to come from the impoverished mountain town of Santa Rosa, would be willing to donate a hundred thousand of his American dollars to build a new elementary school. The school they had now was an unheated, rat-infested garage.


  Tramonti did not look at the man. He hunched over and stared at his shoes.


  The man repeated the request in Italian.


  “I am not a famous man,” Tramonti said in English. “Or a wealthy one.”


  The newspapers, the official said, are filled with speculations about Tramonti’s exploits and origins. He produced a copy of one called La Imparcial. On the front was a picture of Carlo Tramonti in chains at the New Orleans airport and a flattering file photo of Daniel Brendan Shea.


  Tramonti handed it back, stone-faced.


  “Whatever small help I might be able to give you for that school,” he said to the official, “will be impossible while I am in here. I am a victim of the kind of injustice men face only in nightmares. Without my lawyers or my accountants or my brother Agostino ...” His voice trailed off, and he shrugged.


  Three days later, that was where Augie Tramonti found him. Carlo’s shoes had been spit-shined and a trash can had been placed right outside the bars. A bedsheet concealed the cell’s sink and toilet.


  The brothers embraced. The brothers wept. They could hardly breathe. Even Augie, who had been to Colombia before, had never really strayed far from the coast. They had spent their lives at sea level or, more often, below it.


  Augie, whose pockets were swollen with wads of American cash, told his brother he had things under control. He had connections in this country, plus lawyers who, at that very moment, were working to get Carlo out of this hellhole and back home. As jail cells go, this was hardly a hellhole, but Carlo did not correct him. All over Colombia, Augie said, the newspapers were attacking the government for allowing a notorious gangster like Carlo Tramonti into their country, especially under such a fraudulent pretext. The story had actually died down in America, even in New Orleans. This was partly because of Americans’ indifference toward anything that happened beyond their shores and partly because of a few strategic favors Augie had engineered. Here in Colombia, though, the crusading newspapers and the political pressure they’d whipped up were a godsend.


  Agostino Tramonti then lowered his voice and told his brother that two days ago, deep in a bayou south of New Orleans, the INS agent in charge of Carlo’s deportation had died in a boating mishap: a fire on board that had been ruled an accident. The news item on it had been briefa tiny story, buried in the Picayune, with no mention of the particular cases the agent had worked.


  Carlo clenched his teeth and, in Sicilian dialect, whispered that to kill a snake, one does not cut off the tail but rather the head.


  Augie nodded. He seemed to understand this cryptic rebuke immediately. They found no need to discuss it further.


  The guards brought a cot, and Augie moved into the cell as if he were a hospital visitor unwilling to leave a loved one unattended.


  The next day, Augie and Carlo Tramonti stuffed their shoes with cash and waited for the Colombian military detail to come and deport them to Guatemala.


  There, Augie had arranged for them to be met by the Dominican Air Force. They’d be taken to Santo Domingo, where a United States senatora second cousin of the Kingfish himself, that old friend of the Tramontis’would then personally arrange an escort from there to Miami. From there, they could turn their attention to Michael Corleone.


  Back in 1960, it had been Michael Corleone’s support of the Shea family that had gotten Jimmy Shea elected president. The other members of the Commissionespecially the southern Dons, Tramonti and Silent Sam Dragohad preferred the man who was now the vice president. It was Michael Corleone who had turned the Commission around. True, he had been backed by the late Louie Russo of Chicago and, to a lesser degree, Black Tony Stracci, who was from New Jersey and was thus partial to the devil he knew. But Michael Corleone had been the ringleader, trading favors and pulling every string he had to get Jimmy Shea into the White House. The other Dons should not have been surprised. The Corleones had a weakness for the Irish. They even had an Irish consigliere, a fellow named Tom Hagen, who was also somehow but not really Michael’s brother. A consigliere who was not Italian was unique in their traditiona violation of it, in fact, at least to someone like Carlo Tramonti, whose organization was by far the oldest in America and was run more like a Sicilian clan. For years it had been autonomous from the rest of the Families, and even now, its rules were distinct from everyone else’s. For example, any time Carlo Tramonti wanted to open the books and initiate a new member, he, alone among the twenty-four Dons in America, didn’t need to get the Commission’s approval. Any time an associate of any other organization wanted to so much as set foot in Texas, Louisiana, Alabama, Mississippi, or the Florida Panhandle, he had to go to his boss and have him get permission from Carlo Tramonti. To do otherwise, Tramonti deemed an “insult.” These requests were all but unknown. He’d approved a few weddings, when some wiseguy fell for a New Orleans girl who’d moved away, but only if Carlo and some associates were invited, too, if all out-of-state guests cleared out by noon the next day, and if it was crystal clear that, in the future, the in-laws went to visit the happy couple and not vice versa. But if someone from another Family merely wanted to go to Mardi Gras, just as a tourist or whatnot? He could be sure his boss would simply tell him to forget it. Don’t go.


  Tramonti’s seat on the Commission was permanent but somewhat honorary. His attendance was optional. He rarely went. He was unaccustomed to making decisions by committee, by voting. Men like Michael Corleone might have gotten into this thing of theirs to transform it into a corporate board of directors. But Carlo Tramonti was another kind of man.


  Nonetheless: so be it. What was past was past. The Corleones had gotten their wish, and, predictably, the gods were now punishing them for it. Yet Michael Corleone, whatever his flaws, had proven himself an honorable man, a uomo di panza. As such a man, he would have no choice but to act.


  The Tramonti brothers took off from Medellín in a Ford Tri-Motor that, officially, belonged to a private subcontractor of the Colombian postal service. In fact, it was part of a fleet of such planes that helped smuggle marijuana, cocaine, and heroin from Colombia to various airstrips in the swamps of Florida and Louisiana. For a few delirious minutes, they rose into a perfect blue sky, high above the mountains and jungles of the Colombian interior, gasping not just from the thin air but at the preposterous beauty of it all, too.


  When the sputtering plane suddenly began its descent, the Tramonti brothers asked if it was engine trouble.


  The pilot said no. He pointed to the sleek, unmistakably American fighter jets escorting them down.


  Moments later, the Tramontis were dumped at an abandoned army base, somewhere in the densely forested mountains of they didn’t know where, relieved of their personal effects and all the cash that had not been in their shoes.


  Speechless, they watched the planes take off.


  They tucked their remaining cash in their pockets. The brothers had little choice but to trek through the jungle. The brush reduced their exquisite silk suits quickly to rags. The stones in their pathway ruined their fine, thin-soled loafers. They wheezed and cursed every step of the way, plotting their revenge as they made their way through the undergrowth, stepping around large and unfamiliar forms of vermin, never sure just which slithering, scuttling creature might be full of deadly poison.


  CHAPTER 2


  TOM HAGEN SAT in the back of the chapel of the Fontainebleau Hotel and waited for an old woman to finish her prayers. She was kneeling at the altar rail, wearing a tropical beachwear getup, parrots and pineapples. Going to church like that offended the consigliere’s sense of propriety. Organ recordings of droning Protestant hymns played from a pulpit-mounted loudspeaker. Not for a million bucks and a blowjob could you get Hagen to live in Florida.


  The chapel was needlessly large. The Fontainebleau had been built to be a casino, but the political support fell through. A resort hotel doesn’t need the kind of chapel a casino does.


  Across the aisle, a man in a plain black suit paged through a white leatherette Bible. Hagen caught the man’s good eyethe other was glassand turned his palms heavenward. The man, a CIA operative named Joe Lucadello, shrugged and looked away. He used to have an eye patch and more hair.


  Outside, a pounding rain all but drowned out the shouts of the crowd, herded away from the entrance of the hotel by the Secret Service. President Sheain full view of a horde of TV cameraswas scheduled to play golf with the vice president, former Florida senator Ambrose “Bud” Payton, who had once been his biggest in-party rival (and a longtime friend of Sam Drago’s in Tampa and Carlo Tramonti’s, too). Tom’s wife was out seeing some art-world peopleher own collection of modern paintings was, quietly, among the finest in the countrybut the real reason Theresa had come along on this trip was to attend a fund-raiser tonight in the Fontainebleau’s ballroom. The party’s convention would be here in Miami Beach, in fact, in a little more than a yearhard for Hagen to believe. It seemed like only yesterday that he’d helped put together some of the deals that got Shea elected in the first place.


  Ordinarily a paragon of taste and good sense, Theresa was fascinated with the dashing young president and his doe-eyed rich-bitch wife. The Sheas were just people, Tom kept explaining, full of flaws, like everybody else. Theresa was from New Jersey. She knew what an unremarkable governor Shea had been. But Theresa believed what she wanted to believe. Like everybody else. Even Michael, of all people, had been drawn in, though he made a distinction between Jimmy and Danny. He thought Jimmy was an inspirational and potentially great president. There had been problems: Cuba and his own brother. But Cuba was an impossible situation, Michael believed, and so was Danny. Brothers can be that way.


  Hagen looked at his watch. The crone at the rail rocked silently back and forth. Hagen considered praying, too, if only to settle his mind. He closed his eyes. He had no real regrets. In his life, there were only things that had to be done, and he did them, end of story. This left little to pray about. Hagen would be damned if he treated the Almighty like some department-store Santa, making childish requests for things a man should be able to acquire or control without need for supernatural intervention. He opened his eyes. To hell with it. No prayers.


  Finally, the old woman stood. She had a big white bandage on her forehead and mascara running down her cheeks. Eight million stories in the naked city, Hagen thought, averting his eyes.


  As she left, Lucadello nodded toward a man he’d stationed outside the door, who would tell anyone else who came by that the room had to be sealed off until the president was secured in his suite upstairs. Still toting the Bible, Lucadello went to the pulpit and turned up the organ music, then took a seat in the pew behind Hagen. “Too much is never enough.”


  He grew up outside Philly and had a Jersey accent, though he turned it on and off.


  Hagen turned around to face him. “Say what?”


  “The architect who designed this hotel. That was his favorite saying.”


  “Sounds about right.”


  “I used to want to be an architect, I ever tell you that?”


  “No.”


  “Idealist that I was, this was the kind of building I dreamed about building. Curves galore in boxy times. Zigging where others zag. Ever hear that record, Fontane Blue?”


  Hagen frowned and gave Lucadello a Who do you think you’re talking to? look. In truth, Hagen had little use for music in general and Johnny Fontane in particular, but it would have been embarrassing in all kinds of ways for him to admit that.


  “You know it was recorded in the ballroom here, right?” Lucadello said.


  “Hence the title. You going to jabber all morning or are we going to do business?”


  “What a record. Talk about zigging where others zag, huh?” Lucadello shook his head as if he were humbled to be near such a hallowed site. “You know Fontane pretty well, I guess?”


  “Friend of the family is all,” Hagen said.


  “The family.” Lucadello laughed. “I bet. Seriously, though, how’s your brother?”


  Lost. Michael put on a good show, but his heart clearly wasn’t in his work. It wasn’t anywhere else, either, that Tom Hagen could see. “He’s doing great.”


  “Glad to hear it.” Lucadello sounded both glad and skeptical. He and Michael had known each other since Mike was in the Civilian Conservation Corps, trying to piss off his father and find his way in the world. Joe and Mike had also gone off together to join the RAF. Hagen, working behind the scenes, had gotten Mike tossed out. The day after Pearl Harbor, though, Mike volunteered again, this time for the Marines. The rest was history. Mike came home a war hero. And, with little fanfare, so did Joe. That was how he lost his eye: the war. Noble. Michael was fond of him and trusted him, which should have been enough for Tom Hagen. But some guys, he thought, just rub you the wrong way.


  “Look,” Hagen said, “I appreciate you coming all the way down here”


  “I live ten minutes away,” Lucadello said.


  “but I’ve got a busy day, so if it’s not too much trouble ...”


  Lucadello patted him on the shoulder. “Easy, paisan’.”


  Hagen didn’t say anything. He’d eaten so much shit about not being Italian, what was another teaspoonful from this smug bastard?


  “I got good news and bad news,” Lucadello said. “What do you want first?”


  Maybe he was just trying to be friendly, but Jesus. Fuck him. “The bad.”


  “I better start with the good.”


  Then why ask? “People usually start with the bad,” Hagen said, “but shoot.”


  “We’ve finally got a lead on your missing package.”


  Nick Geraci.


  The thought sent Hagen’s heart racing. The traitorous capo was last seen boarding a ship to Palermo. Button men had been waiting on the docks when it arrived. Michael watched from a yacht in the harbor. They’d been left holding their respective dicks. Other than some information that seemed to place him, at least briefly, in Buffalo, there had been no sign of him for monthslong enough that within the Corleone Family, he was becoming the unnamed suspect behind every misfortune large or small. An arrest that stuck. A fixed title fight none of the Family’s bookies knew about. A heart attack a lot of people thought wasn’t really a heart attack. If a guy slipped and fell in his bathtub, men wondered if maybe Geraci had rigged it.


  A protégé of the late Sally Tessio, Geraci had been the best earner the Corleones ever had. In the words of the late, great Pete ClemenzaVito Corleone’s other, more loyal capoNick Geraci could swallow a nickel and shit a stack of banded Clevelands. He was an ex-heavyweight boxer who’d almost finished a law degree, and he knew the virtues and limitations of both force and reason. He’d built the Family’s narcotics operation into what Hagen, some fifteen years earlier, had tried to convince Vito Corleone it was destined to be: the most lucrative part of the business. This generation’s Prohibition. Geraci was as likable as Fredo had been without being a flake, as tough as Sonny but with none of the recklessness, every bit as shrewd as Michael but with more heart. Yet even though Geraci’s parents were Sicilian, he had been born and raised in Cleveland, and solike Hagen, a Corleone and a Sicilian in all but name and bloodGeraci was the quintessential insider doomed never to get all the way in. Hagen had always liked him. Now he hoped someday to enjoy a long, remorseless piss on the man’s grave.


  Hagen put a finger to his throat to feel his racing pulse. His heart did that, raced. “I wasn’t sure your people were actively looking for him. For it. The package.”


  “What’d you think this was about?” Lucadello said. “That immigration circus?”


  Hagen shrugged. It wasn’t just Carlo Tramonti’s deportation to Colombia, which might be comical were it not for the things Tramonti knew. There were also the related, mounting complications posed by that self-righteous prick Danny Shea.


  “So where is he?”


  “It,” Lucadello said.


  “Excuse me?”


  “It. The package.”


  “Jesus Christ.”


  Lucadello tossed the white Bible aside. “In a place of worship, you talk like that? What ring of hell you figure that’ll get you sent to?”


  “It’s not a ... It’s just a hotel.” Hagen took a deep breath. “Fine. Where’d you find it?”


  “We didn’t so much find it as figure out where it’s been. Guess where.”


  Sicily, Hagen thought. The narcotics operation had given Geraci connections all over that island. But Hagen wasn’t about to guess. In a tactic he’d learned from watching the great Vito Corleone, Hagen remained utterly still, addressing this show of disrespect with withering silence.


  “All right, killjoy,” Lucadello said, “but you’re gonna love this. In a huge man-made cave underneath a certain Great Lake.”


  “Erie?”


  “Positively spooky, actually.”


  Hagen sighed. Lucadello bobbed his head in concession.


  “Anyway, if the Russians dropped the bomb,” Lucadello said, “two horny kids could’ve gone down there and restarted the whole human race, that’s how well stocked this place was. Or so I hear. It was attached through some kind of passageway to a lodge on a private island up there. I’m sure you know the one.” The agent laughed. “A secret passageway. What a riot. We live in interesting times.”


  Vincent Forlenza, the former owner of that lodge on Rattlesnake Island and the boss of the Cleveland mob, had also been Geraci’s real-life godfather. For his part in the conspiracy with Geraci and the Chicago outfit, Forlenza’s body was at the bottom of Lake Erie, chained to a tugboat anchor, food for the sludgeworms.


  “I figured you’d be happy about this,” Lucadello said. “No doubt your brother, too.”


  Hagen thought he heard a note of sarcasm in the way Lucadello said brother. “Happy’s not the perfect word,” Hagen said. “But you’re right to think it’s good news. The bad news I’m guessing is that he’s not there anymore.”


  “It’s not there anymore.”


  Hagen closed his eyes.


  “I’m sorry.” Lucadello laughed. “I can’t keep this going. I’m just busting balls. You’re righthe’s not there anymore, but that’s not the bad news. The bad news is the way we found out about it, which was the FBI.”


  Hagen’s heart wasn’t slowing down at all. No boss or caporegime had ever cooperated with a government investigation, but few had ever been backed into more of a holeliterally, as it turned out. “Is he in custody?”


  “We think Geraci is still at large.” Lucadello pronounced it the Italian wayJair-AH-chee, rather than the Americanized wayJuh-RAY-seethat Nick preferred.


  “You think?” Hagen said.


  “Think, yes. That’s why we call this process intelligence, counselor. What we know for certain is that our boy was sloppy getting out of there, threatening the lives of two children and a retired cop who plowed snow up there. The ex-cop angle was probably what got the Bureau interested. Then they found the cave, found prints everywhere, even found the gun he used.”


  “He shot at kids?” It was unthinkable that anyone with Geraci’s skills would threaten children, and unlikely that he’d have left a security guard alive as an eyewitness.


  “Threatened. It hadn’t been fired.”


  “But it had his prints on it?”


  “We’re not sure. Maybe the guard just recognized it as the same gun he’d looked down the barrel of. We’re just getting our bearings here ourselves. We do have a source who in the past has cut us in on certain ongoing investigations.”


  “How good’s this source?”


  Lucadello sighed. “What, on a one-to-ten scale? It’s good.” He started flipping through the Bible. “As for the company I represent, you have clearance from the top”he mouthed the name Soffet“to take this to the next level.”


  As in CIA Director Allen Soffet, whom Hagen knew from his own stint in Washington. Michael had met the director, too, while serving on President Shea’s transition team.


  Lucadello found what he was looking for. He held the Bible out to Hagen and jabbed a finger at a passage in Exodus.


  It concerned personal-injury law. Hagen looked up, puzzled.


  Lucadello winked his glass eye.


  Hagen nodded. This must be where the eye-for-an-eye thing came from, though that wasn’t exactly what the passage said. He’d humor the guy. Despite his revving heartbeat, he felt a sense of calm. He sat back and pointed at the white Bible. “Always meant to read that thing.”


  “Good book,” Lucadello said.


  “Hence its informal name.”


  “Clever. We’ll do everything we can to get you, yes, intelligence that points you in the right direction. Once your objective is achieved, we’ll help in any way possible with post-event damage control. It goes without saying that the need for same should be kept to a minimum. But make no mistake. We’re on the same side as you are, believe me.”


  Geracivia Lucadello (who he knew as “Ike Rosen”)had been involved in certain Cuban initiatives. The thinking on the part of Michael and Tom Hagen, who had approved it, was that it was a win-win.


  If things worked out, they got their casinos back, and if not, Geraci was the fall guy, his ambitions forever thwarted. Things had not worked out. One of Geraci’s men, a Sicilian kid named Carmine Marino, was caught down there trying to assassinate the Cuban dictator. Marino was shot trying to escape (by whom, Hagen didn’t want to know). It became, briefly, an international incident. There was also the problem posed by Marino’s epically vengeful relatives back in Sicily, which the public didn’t know about, though Hagen thought that the CIA might. Geraci’s disappearance had kept him from being the fall guy, yet. Done right, the killing of Nick Geraci could actually solve a matrix of interlocking problems.


  Hagen nodded. “I’ve been involved in the law, in negotiations, for most of my life. One thing I’ve learned is to be skeptical of anybody who says believe me.”


  “You calling me a liar?” Lucadello said. He seemed more amused than offended.


  “In this sacred place?” Hagen gestured toward the altar. “No. But what assurances do we have that this isn’t a setup? That you won’t get us to take out the trash for you and then while we’re at the curbred-handed, so to speakstuff us in the can, too? Why don’t you just take it out yourselves?”


  “Nice pun there,” Lucadello said. “On can.”


  Again, Hagen went blank.


  “C’mon, counselor,” Lucadello said. “The scope of what really went on down there and what led up to it is far from public knowledge. We have every reason to want to keep it that way. Which rules out one sort of can. As for the shitcan sense of ... Listen to me; you’re a bad influence. At any rate, why would we want to do that? You people are still in power, I’m still friends with your bossas I’ve been for a quarter century, almost, don’t forgetand we all live to fight another day, as it were. I know a little about the traditions of your people, all right, paisan’? The government’s no different. Example: a man’s going to the electric chair, and he has a heart attack. What happens? A team of doctors and nurses swings into action and does everything it can to save him. The moment he’s back on his feet, they reshave his head and march him back to the killing floor. The object isn’t for the person to die; it’s to kill him. You tell me: if I’d have sat down with you here and told you the job was already done on your package, you’d have been furious. Don’t deny it. And if I’d told you that we were planning on taking care of it, you’d have tried to persuade me to let your people have the satisfaction. Don’t pretend like you’re talking to some mortadell’, all right? Our desire to avoid any kind of embarrassment and your need for revengeit all dovetails perfectly.”


  Lucadello sat back in the pew.


  Hagen’s heart had slowed without his noticing exactly when. These episodes came and went like that. Outside, the rain wasn’t slowing, but the noise of the crowd seemed to pick up.


  Hagen jerked a thumb toward the crowd. “So do we have time to discuss the great man’s brother?” Meaning Attorney General Daniel Brendan Shea.


  “Him, I don’t know what we could possibly help you with.”


  “Is that right? You don’t think you have as much to lose in all this as we do?”


  “Me personally?”


  “Are you really that mercenary?”


  “Aren’t we all?” Lucadello said. “Wait, I forgot. With you people, it’s all about family. Cute concept. I can’t say as I think it’s one you’ve really embraced. You personally.”


  Hagen didn’t dignify that with a response.


  “What’s going to happen,” Hagen said, “when a certain Colombian uses his get-out-of-jail-free card?”


  “I told you, we don’t really talk like that.” Lucadello pointed to the pulpit. The music would make any attempts to record their conversation unintelligible. Plus, both his and Hagen’s people had swept the room for listening devices. “The Colombianyou mean Carlo Tramonti, right? You know that guy or is he just un amico degli amici?”


  Friend of the friends. “Very funny.”


  “I hear he’s out of the woods down there. He threw some money around and managed to set up shop in a two-star hotel in Cartageña, right on the coast, which is hardly jail.” Lucadello looked heavenward and grimaced as he pretended to do math in his head. “He can probably take care of business from there indefinitely, the way Luciano did in Sicily. But he won’t need to. Tramonti is I would say three bribes and two good lawyers away from coming home and sleeping in his own bed. Forgive me, though: you’re not suggesting, with your Monopoly allusion, that Tramonti might try to get off the hook by blackmailing the federal government, are you? What a joke!”


  “I wouldn’t call”


  “No, literally. Guy walks into a courtroom. Now, this fella’s been to court before, seen a little jailarson, robbery, et cetera. But now he’s got the whole state of Louisiana in his pocket, see, so he’s the one making accusations. He claims that top-secret government agents came to him in his official capacity as the head of a crime syndicate and asked him nicely if he’d let them train some of his assassins to gowhat’s that word? right: whackto go whack the leader of Cuba. What natural partners they would make! The government’s fighting the good ol’ Red Menace, and the mobsters want revenge because the Commies stole their casinos. Brilliant. Naturally, the man agrees. So what they do is, they set up a camp in a nice sunny place near the beach, like they’re ballplayers in spring training. They take target practice, they go marching around in government-issued tracksuits, and they sit around discussing how they might for example be able to get the maximum leader to go scuba diving and pick up this one special seashell that explodes. The assassins are more meat-and-potatoes, guns-and-knives men, but they come up with a few ideas of their own, and a good time is had by all. Unfortunately, they never get into the game, see, becauseget thisit turns out the government has gone to two other gangsters and put together two other hit-man squads. Sadly, a numskull from one of those other squads goes to Cuba and botches it. Kills a double, a man hired by our Commie nemesis in anticipation of just such an eventuality. Then the idiot gets caught, but before he can come to trial, he’s shot trying to escape. A lot of this is only what our guy in the courtroom has heard about. But, hey, forget that it’s hearsay. The punch line is, it’s all true! Every last word!”


  Hagen bit his lip. That was the punch line.


  To be precise, Carmine Marino, a Corleone soldier, hadn’t been a numskull. Just a brave pawn. But everything else really happened.


  Lucadello shook his head in mock awe. “But wait. The laughs keep on coming. The guy goes on to tell the judge that the only reason he came to court to share his hilarious tale is that recently some completely different government agents kidnapped him! They sent him to a country he’d never been tothough he does import coffee, hookers, and many profitable varieties of narcotics from there. He’s also got a passport from this country, but, um, see, it’s fake. What happened was, the Ivy Leagueeducated attorney general, the president’s brother, was too stupid to figure out how to prosecute this criminal mastermind, who, by the way, is a grammar school dropout who signs his name with an X. So instead, young Shea, a frat boy at heart, resorted to a mindless prank: he took our guy out in the woods and left him there. Har-de-har-har. Tap that keg, brother!”


  “A mindless prank?”


  “Explain it to me, then. Our friend the A.G. goes on TV and brags that he wants his legacy to be ... no, that he wants to go down in history as the man who brought down the Mafia. Which, as you and I and the FBI director know, doesn’t exist. Just an ethnic slur, et cetera, right?”


  The FBI director had not, in fact, ever publicly admitted to the existence of the Mafia. Tom Hagen was in possession of photographs of the director in a hiked-up taffeta dress, enjoying fellatio from his loyal assistant, which had proven helpful in this regard.


  “So what’s the A.G.’s first big move against this invisible empire?” Lucadello continued. “Where does he start? With Carlo Tramonti. But not with a grandstanding trial where he and his crackerjack staff put the guy away for murder or even tax evasion. Nothing substantial. Just some harebrained deportation scheme. Why? Why start there? He’s got no case. No due process, no anything. And he knows that Tramonti thinks he’s got this get-out-of-jail-free card he can and will play.”


  “You think Danny Shea wants him to play the card, don’t you?”


  “Common sense decrees.”


  Hagen waved his hand in disgust.


  What Danny Shea wantedand, for all Hagen knew, what Joe Lucadello and his people wanted as wellwas for Tramonti to realize the card wasn’t playable. They wanted Tramonti to understand that his story, though true, wouldn’t hold up in a court of law, and no good lawyer would let him tell it there. Danny Shea was trying to win the hearts and minds of the people. In the court of public opinion, it would be easy to convict a man who’d lived in this country since he was a boy but had no valid passport except a fraudulent one from a country in which he’d never set foot. It would be easy to use that to scare the people that we have another evil conspiracy on our hands, a worthy sequel to the Red Menace. It was great political theater, and the Shea brothers were politicians to their telegenic pussy-mad Irish cores.


  “Common sense,” Hagen said, “is for suckers.”


  “Come again?” Lucadello said.


  “Common sense is the true opiate of the masses.”


  Lucadello slapped Hagen’s back. “I’m beginning to like you, paisan’. Who said that?”


  “What do you mean, who said that?”


  “You’re quoting somebody. That sounds like a quote.”


  From habit, Hagen started to say he was quoting Vito Corleone, then realized Vito had never said that. Still, what could Hagen do, say that he’d come up with it himself? Unseemly.


  “I heard it from Vito Corleone,” he said. An honorable lie, which Tom Hagen garnished with another: “My godfather.”


  CHAPTER 3


  “WHAT A GREAT day.” Theresa Hagen didn’t sound sarcastic. More like she was trying to sell herself on the idea. They were alone in the hotel elevator, dressed for dinner, heading down. Because of the rain (and a behind-the-scenes tiff between Bud Payton and Jimmy Shea), President and Mrs. Shea had cut their visit short and were on their way back to Washington.


  “I’m sorry,” Tom said. His own day had been no picnicone piece of good news, then a day’s worth of going downhill from there.


  “Don’t be,” Theresa said. “I’m serious.”


  “Hubba-hubba,” he said, bending to kiss the nape of her sleek neck.


  “Stop it.”


  “I can’t.” She had on a backless red dress. It was a dark, muted shade of red, but still: red. Her ass looked great in it. For better or worse, she’d lost most of the fleshiness she’d had when she was younger. You could squint and see her mother’s dried-up bony frame, but Theresa’s ass was a still an onion-shaped wonder. “I’m powerless.”


  She blushed. What could be more lovely than a blushing, olive-skinned woman in her forties? The blushing gave Tom a glimpse of the bookish schoolgirl she’d once beensmart enough to see through everybody, too nice to use what she saw as a weaponand of all the stages in between, too: the chain of life and circumstance that had produced this woman and somehow, via fate or chance, brought her here, with him, still weirdly vulnerable to flattery and maybe even that great nothing and everything, love.


  “Great how?” Tom said. “Your day.”


  They’d been together in the room for the past half hour, rushing around getting ready, speaking in little more than the familiar grunts and two-word sentences that sustain old, childbearing marriages. Behind you. No idea. Want coffee? Excuse me. Zip this.


  “Long story,” she said, straightening his bow tie, smoothing the lapels of his tux.


  “Tell me,” he said.


  “For starters,” Theresa said, “there was a monkey farm, I kid you not, three miles wide.”


  The elevator dinged. “This is your stop,” Tom said.


  “Are we really going to do this?”


  He grinned. “This is the main reason we came here, doll.”


  “Doll?”


  Tom shrugged. So what? Doll. Common endearment. “Go on and make your entrance.”


  She got out, one floor from the bottom. The door closed. Tom rode the last floor alone.


  The broad, curving stairway in the lobby of the Fontainebleau had no other purpose than this. The ladies get off first (earlier today, when he’d told this to his mistress, who was also staying here, she’d made an annoying and lascivious comment). Then their gentlemen ride down, take their positions in the lobby, and watch the ladies descend.


  As Theresa started to do this, Tom shot a look at the bellman, who threaded the crowd in the lobby and, as Tom dropped to one knee, deftly handed him a dozen roses. Perfect timing. Tom presented the bouquet to his wife. Here he’d put together this grand, romantic gesture, and nobody smiled or reacted, not even Theresa, who received the bouquet as nonchalantly as if it had been the afternoon paper.


  “You call the mother of your children doll?” she said.


  “Don’t ruin the moment.” Tom stood up and gestured toward the dining room. “C’mon and tell me about the monkeys, OK?”


  “Sorry,” she said, stroking the flowers. “This is thoughtful. They’re really beautiful.”


  A billboard-size banner in the hangar-size ballroom read WELCOME PRESIDENT SHEA! The Hagens were among the first to arrive, which annoyed Tom (rigid punctuality was another lesson from Vito Corleone that now coursed through his blood) almost as much as looking around and seeing that most of the other men there were dressed in business suits, not formalwear, for a formal event. He shook his head. Florida.


  Tom and Theresa’s seats were all the way in the back, which was fine, especially without the Sheas for Theresa to ogle. The Hagens had gotten their fill of political glitz during Tom’s brief, miserable stint filling out a term as a Nevada congressman.


  As they were about to sit down, Tom, seized by a crazy impulse, put his mouth to her ear. “Let’s go,” he whispered.


  Her eyes lit up. Impulse, yes, but not crazy. He was on the money. “Go where?”


  “Anywhere but here,” he said. “Somewhere nice, just you and
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