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Chapter One

Ruth and I were heading up to the Catskills to find somewhere to scatter Murray’s ashes.

We decided on someplace around Kaaterskill Falls, near Woodstock, where the legendary 1967 rock’n’roll love-in and multi-day concert was held – that was why we thought it might be a fitting final resting place. Murray was the right vintage. I was driving my old Jaguar XK8 convertible. It had undeniable advantages – it was fully paid for and had very low mileage because it was a city-dweller’s car. And it was sexy.

It was June last year. Murray was in a cardboard box the size of a Courvoisier carton, which seemed appropriate, but I did not make that comment to Ruth, who was genuinely bereaved. I found myself thinking as I drove across the George Washington Bridge and veered north onto the Palisades Parkway that she was lucky to have found someone whom she loved enough to be so deeply and affectively wounded by his passing.

Although I have been married twice and divorced twice, I think I have never been in love, because I always felt relieved when a relationship ended; girlfriends first, then wives. I didn’t cheat on anyone, but I fomented reasons to break up eventually. Probably my insecurity, as Wife Number Two used to say. She said I wanted to fall in love, not to be in love.

I turned on the car radio fairly loud because the top was down, and Ruth’s voluminous Hermes scarf was tightly tied in almost the manner of an Islamic headscarf.

“Penny for your thoughts,” she said.

“I think I’m easy to read. I was thinking about my two failed marriages, and your one super-successful one, that’s all. It’s odd to say I envy that you miss him so much. It means you were a good couple. I married women who were deeply unsuitable for me, just as I dated unsuitable girls in college before I married Barbara.”

“Unsuitable? Really? What does that mean?”

“Just nothing in common except maybe physical attraction, and too stupid to know that, I guess, but I wasn’t thinking so much about me as I was about you. I think you and Murray were a love story.”

She turned to face out her side of the car and I thought she was probably teary.

A silver Bentley whizzed by on the left, the windows in the back seat tinted dark. It was a Wednesday and there was not a lot of traffic as we went around the big curve that points the Thruway due north toward Albany on the west side of the Hudson after you turn from the Parkway onto the Thruway in Rockland County.

I saw a red car ahead of me in my lane, fairly far ahead, but other than those two and my Jag we had the road to ourselves as we passed the exit for Tuxedo Park, which at least used to be where they held the Renaissance Faire most summers. If I had small kids, I would have been there at least once a year. My son from the first marriage loved going to the Renaissance Faire in San Bernardino County, particularly to see the ‘serving wenches’ who combined jolly big breasts with low-cut dresses and no bras. My daughters were interested in seeing the ‘Queen’, which somehow seemed a better reason to enjoy the Faire.

“That guy in the Bentley up there is driving like a pimp.”

Ruth jerked back from watching the scenery on her side and leaned forward to look at the silver car that was moving farther and farther ahead of us. “He’s wobbling too.”

“Yeah, that’s what I meant and driving like he was fired out of a gun.” I eased up on the accelerator, not wanting to get close to either car.

There was a fast flash of some kind between the cars, like maybe one car kicked up a rock that hit the other one or something like a beam of sunlight reflecting back from the chrome of the big Bentley. The red one veered right, and seemed to drive onto the shoulder and stop. The Bentley kept going or maybe even speeded up then vanished around a curve a couple of miles ahead of us.

“They didn’t collide,” she said.

“No. I wonder if the red car had a blow-out.”

“Call 9-1-1,” I said. “Tell them it looks like somebody may be hurt a couple of miles north of the Tuxedo Park exit going north on the Thruway. I’ll pull off and see what happened. Maybe I can help.”

I slowed down and as we got close to the red car, I realized it was a sporty car, maybe a red Mustang. Nobody was getting out of the car to see what happened.

“I don’t think it was a blow-out.”

I stopped about one hundred feet behind the red car, put on my hazard lights. I asked Ruth to stand by the car and wave to the first responders when they got there. I walked carefully toward the red car. If there was somebody in the car who was hurt, I wanted to help. If there was somebody there who had a gun or something, I didn’t want to get shot.

There was an arm hanging out the driver’s side window. Dark-skinned hand. African-American or dark-skinned Latino, ‘blatino’ in NYC. I circled toward the edge of the roadway so I could approach from far enough away so I wouldn’t scare whoever was in the car.

“You okay?” I yelled.

No response.

“I saw your car here and called for someone to come with paramedics,” I said loudly.

No response.

I started to walk toward the car. It was early afternoon and the sun was overhead. The driver was slumped down and at the same time leaning back where he had been left by the now-deflated airbag. There was blood but not a lot. The airbag had probably hit him in the face when it was activated and the blood probably came from his nose. He moaned but seemed unconscious. I knew it would be dangerous to try to get him out of the car. I wondered what to do, but at the same moment I heard a siren. It was a State Police car heading south on the other side of the Thruway.

When they reached us, they slowed down slightly and drove across the grassy medium, which was a slight ditch with mowed grass or weeds. They crossed the northbound lanes with lights flashing and siren at a very high volume. A black Ford Fusion pulled to a stop in the fast lane, and another car approaching slowed behind. I stood still.

The State Police car pulled parallel to my Jag. I watched. One of the cops stepped out of the car with a bullhorn.

“Put your hands in the air and walk slowly in this direction.”

I did as I was told.

The other cop popped out of the passenger seat and ran to put flares in the street, then ran forward with an EMT bag.

“You hit this car?” the bullhorn blared.

I could hear Ruth explaining how we saw the accident but were half a mile or so behind when it happened.

“Keep your hands up.”

I did what he told me to do and kept walking toward him.

After he looked at my license, registration and proof of insurance, he said, “Sorry for that, Mr. Miller. We have to be careful.”

The other cop came back wearing blue nitrile gloves, leaned into the police car and grabbed a mic, said something, then hung it up.

“Only one person in the car. He seems to be breathing but I think they’re going to have to cut him out of the car. I think the frame is bent.”

I said that I expected to see a dent on the side of the car, because I thought the other car side-swiped the red car or that maybe the other car kicked up a rock.

“Not that I could see,” the second cop said. “Maybe just swerved and the car ran into a rock or something. Obviously totaled, probably nothing left underneath the car.”

They wanted a description of the silver Bentley. No, neither of us had a clue about the license plate number. No idea whether it was a New York plate.

“He drove by us going one hundred or so. All I wanted was to drop back and let him have the road.”

“And you’re heading for?”

“The general area of Woodstock, looking for a place to stay for a day,” Ruth intervened. She did not explain that we had her husband’s ashes in the back seat.

“We’re going to have to ask you to accompany us to our station in Woodbury, so we can take a statement.”

I nodded.

“Nice car,” he said, gesturing at the Jag.

“It’s not new. In fact, it is a 2000 model,” I said. 

The car was British racing green with a tan convertible stop and champagne-colored leather upholstery. My version of middle-aged crazy, purchased after my second divorce, and fully paid for ten years earlier. It had about thirty thousand miles on it, and had always been taken care of at the dealer. It drove like a dream.

“What’s that in the back seat?”

“Ashes of a friend who died.”

“It’s illegal to scatter them in water,” he said.

“Thanks.”

“It’s my husband,” Ruth said. “His name was Murray.” 

She did not cry.

A second siren came from the south, and an ambulance marked ‘Orange County Fire Department’ pulled over in front of us, near the red car.

We stared as they cut the door off the car and maneuvered the driver onto a gurney. They strapped him down, put a green oxygen mask on him, and rolled him into the back with two EMTs working on him. As I watched, they connected an IV with what was probably a bag of saline above, and they put cardiogram sensors on his chest. Blood pressure cuff. One EMT gave us a thumbs-up as they closed the door. The driver ran over and told the cops they were taking him to New York Presbyterian Hudson Valley Hospital in Cortlandt, on the other side of the Hudson River across the Bear Mountain Bridge.

We went to the Woodbury Police station and gave a formal statement that was recorded then transcribed. I signed mine and Ruth signed hers.

“Is this where all the discount stores are?” I asked.

Ruth nodded slowly. “Probably nothing good, including the prices,” she said with a blank look.

“What’s his name?” I asked Cheslack.

“Edward Razmus Hall, according to the ID in his pocket,” the first cop, Officer Eddie Cheslack, said.

“Pa dum dum,” Ruth said.

Cheslack stared at her.

“It’s a joke, right?”

He said nothing, just waiting for her to explain.

“E Razmus Hall? It’s a high school in Brooklyn. It’s where I graduated. On Flatbush Avenue and Church Street.”

“That’s what his driver’s license says. Hard to say if it’s real or fake, but some moms have an odd idea of what names would be good when they’re coming out of an anesthetic after delivering a baby,” he said. “Forty-two years old, address on Prospect Park West in Brooklyn.”

“I think I know his name,” Ruth said.

“You said it’s like your high school,” Cheslack said.

“It is, when you look at his whole name. But I think he ran for congress under the name Eddie Hall a couple of years back. Or maybe it was just a primary, because he was a Democrat.”

I shook my head. “I used to live in Manhattan. Now I live in Queens. Never paid any attention to Brooklyn races. Not as though there’s much doubt about which way New York City will vote.”

“Well, look at Giuliani and Bloomberg. Both Republicans.”

“Lots of Republican mayors. Lindsay for instance. Almost zero Republican congressmen.”

Ruth shrugged and looked at me. “I already told Murray he has to wait for next weekend or the weekend after that.”

I nodded, shook Officer Cheslack’s hand.

“We may be in touch,” he said, “if we have any follow-up questions. Meanwhile, drive careful. You see what can happen.”

We walked out to the parking lot and dead-headed back to Manhattan.


Chapter Two

I dropped Ruth at her place at Park Avenue and 60th Street, and headed to my digs over the Queensboro Bridge in Long Island City. It was darkling and the traffic was mild. I was home and, in my apartment, staring out the window at the Chrysler Building thirty minutes later.

Queens, like Manhattan, is made up of many different neighborhoods, many of which used to be virtually separate cities. Most of them retain their spiritual or geographic identities. So, in Manhattan, for instance, you have the old Dutch village of Harlem, the more English Greenwich Village, and the formerly mostly German Yorkville, all of which were ‘out in the country’ at the time of the Revolution.

Long Island City was for many years the principal ford of the East River, where goods were moved between Manhattan and what is now Queens. The Dutch called it Dominie’s Hoek, which I think translates as the Lord’s Spit of Land, “Lord” meaning the one in Heaven.

Anyway, today it is Queens, but directly opposite the United Nations, and my street, 50th Avenue, looks to be contiguous with 42nd Street in Manhattan, but for the East River intervening. Very pretty views, many tall residential buildings. I am lucky enough to live in one that is just across the street from the River with a park on the other side, so the view is unobstructable. Manhattanites identify Long Island City, or LIC as it is called, by an old neon sign that reads “Pepsi,” which stands in a park today but formerly identified a factory where the drink was formulated or bottled or whatever.

When I turned on the computer there was a message from Ruth, who had hit Google as soon as she put Murray back on the mantel.

Edward Razmus Hall was quite the man. No, he had not run for congress, though there was talk that he would. He had been an Assistant District Attorney in Brooklyn after graduating from the eponymous Erasmus Hall High School on Flatbush Avenue, then from Columbia and Columbia Law. He had prosecuted several high-profile cases, including charges against an NYPD officer who was accused of sodomizing a prisoner with his night-stick and causing lasting damage to the man’s digestive tract. That one had been all over the news for weeks during the time leading up to the trial, which only lasted a week itself. The jury was out for less than a day before convicting. He also prosecuted a Medicaid fraud case involving a group of medical doctors who were accused of providing false diagnoses for workers claiming to have been hurt on the job, and who were subsequently awarded disability pensions and a variety of drugs in some cases.

He was a member of the AME church, but attended several local mainline Protestant churches on a rotating basis. Most interesting, he had run for and come within a hair’s breadth of winning, the 40th District City Council seat, covering Prospect Park, parts of Flatbush, Crown Heights and some other relatively upper-middle neighborhoods in Brooklyn.

When he lost, he began a radio talk show where he called out weak or wrong-minded public officials, basically accused certain private citizens of being members of organized crime, and sided with civil rights leaders when the NYPD roughed up minorities. That seemed to happen fairly frequently, judging from the nightly news, but less often than in other big cities like St. Louis and Chicago or Baltimore. He was thought to be prepping for a congressional run, or perhaps for another run at the City Council.

All this under the name Eddie Hall. There were lots of pictures of Hall cutting ribbons, striding down the steps of the Brooklyn Courthouse, and in front of City Hall in Manhattan. There were pictures of Hall playing pick-up basketball games on asphalt courts outdoors with red-brick project apartment buildings in the background. He was tallish but not tall enough to be an NBA player. Because his DNA was mixed, his skin was relatively light, and his hair was curly but ‘good hair’ in the lingo. He had been married to a White woman, divorced, had two kids – a boy of twenty-one and a girl of thirteen, whom he seemed to spend time with. No scandals that she could find.

“Sounds like an all-round good guy,” I said. “I bet it’ll be all over the TV tonight.”

“Already is,” she said and I looked at my watch. 

A few minutes after five PM. We signed off to watch TV and see what more we could find out. Made a plan to have dinner later someplace we could meet easily without my having to get my car out and end up paying for parking in Manhattan.

I tuned in just in time to hear two factoids about Mr. Hall that came out of the blue. He recently announced his engagement to a partner, Jimmy, and planned to be married in September. Even more unusual, Jimmy was from a wealthy family. They met while Eddie was running for City Council.

My cell bleeped. “Did you get all that?” It was Ruth, of course.

“What did they say about him? I tuned in too late to get the details.”

“I don’t remember exactly word-for-word, but they said he has been stabilized after what may have been a road rage incident in Orange County on the New York State Thruway.”

“Road rage? Really? Looked more intentional to me, like a drag race. That Bentley sailed by him but as far as I could tell never touched him.”

We agreed to meet at Ora di Pranzo, which belongs to friends of ours and is in SoHo—not super-convenient, but we wanted to talk to Gabriele and Dante, the proprietors, about Eddie Hall.

Ruth and I have been friends for eons, dating back to the middle of my second marriage, when I was establishing an office in Manhattan for my California-based PR company. She wasn’t married then, and I was freshly separated, so we were introduced by a mutual friend who, though elderly and Scandinavian, carried on like a marriage-maker, openly suggesting that we would make a good couple.

Not. We had everything in common and nothing in common. When I met her, Ruth had a long-term squeeze in the movie business who was married, so she needed a date, being very social. I was a two-time loser who liked to go to the opera and theater and member nights at the museums, so I needed a date. Neither of us needed complications or any kind of physical relationship other than the PDAs that friends share—kiss-kiss on the cheeks, for instance, or slightly lewd comments that had no follow-up. You look like you need a good fuck. Is that a gun in your pocket or are you just happy to see me?

We provided each other with safety and friendship. I never wanted to have another relationship, but I have always craved other people’s company. Her BF relationship eventually cracked up and she met a garmento who fell in love with her. He gave her a big diamond and they married when she was about forty-eight. I almost literally danced at their wedding.

She is an amazing person, a perfect travel companion, and most years sees everything that opens on Broadway, musical or not. She and I have teamed up to help our friend Mike di Saronno, an NYPD detective, solve a couple of cases, and we seem to have a knack for ferreting out clues. We almost never get in each other’s way.

We have the same dark sense of humor. Politically incorrect, ethnic, not for an open mic. She’s connected in amazing ways to the power structure of New York. She’s a docent at this and that museum, a volunteer at Carnegie Hall, and has been a key fund-raiser for several politicians.

Gabriele, the uber-handsome maître d’ at Ora di Pranzo, has a very checkered background, and I don’t think, even after having been friends for years, that I know a tenth of his experiences, but he was certainly a sex worker at one point in his life. Gabriele’s cousin Dante (they are from Capri and Naples, respectively) is the co-owner and chef at Ora di Pranzo, a chic, white-table-cloth restaurant on a side street west of Varick Street, which is 7th Avenue in midtown, a few blocks up from Canal. It is highly starred or reviewed or whatever by everyone and his cousin. Big brick pizza oven and all kinds of fish, vegetable and chicken dishes that make your taste buds dance a jig. At any normal time, there is a longish wait for a table if you don’t have a reservation. Except if you’re me.

I got there fifteen minutes ahead of Ruth, purposefully to do a stand-up hiya and hug with Gabriele at the bar, kiss-kiss on the cheek, etc. I also wanted to tell him about the scene on the Thruway and to see whether he sparked to the mention of Eddie Hall.

He did.

“You know I live in Brooklyn? Very popular guy in Brooklyn. TV said last night he was in a car crash with some guy when he have a fight on Thruway. Why you want to know about him?”

I explained Ruth and I were behind his car when he may have been clipped by another car and ran off the road.

“Lot of people not like him. You know that?”

“And you? Did you like him?”

“He come here many time. He sit over there,” he said, pointing to a table for two next to a window. “He like pizza sometimes, but like pollo Milanese and cannonau di sardegna many time.”

“A man after my own heart.”

“What that mean?”

“It means he liked the same food I like.”

Even as he approaches forty, Gabriele is nothing short of dashingly handsome. Black wavy hair, a high forehead, tanned complexion, green eyes, perfectly symmetrical features, small ears, broad shoulders, whatever. One of those men born to wear Armani couture.

“So, you looking for what happen with Eddie Hall car?”

“No. Just curious. No part in it.”

“Signora Ruth want to know who hurt Eddie Hall?”

I shook my head no. “How is Dante?”

“Dante in kitchen. He come out in few minutes, say hello.”

“You know he gay?”

“Who? Dante?”

“Eddie Hall.”

“I know he gonna marry boyfriend, si.”

“Very rich man. Jimmy van Gelsen.”

“TV say he maybe run for congress.”

Dante appeared in the kitchen doorway, looked at us, then shrugged and headed back to the kitchen.

Gabriele opined. “Lawyer. Help gay men. Help people get green card. Help gay men find gay girl for marry and get green card.”

Ruth arrived wearing a pink and black large window-pane checked classic (i.e., second-hand) Chanel jacket with a long pair of stretchy pants that displayed her toned legs well. Three-inch heels. Kiss-kiss with Gabriele, who complimented her in Italian, of course, stepped back and made a palms-up, downward-sweeping gesture with both hands to indicate how much he approved of her ensemble.

As though there was a loudspeaker in the kitchen, Dante re-appeared. Unlike Gabriele, Dante was tall and slim, probably going on twenty years older, mostly gray but with the broad shoulders that apparently ran in the family. He had indeed been an Armani runway model before sneaking into the United States as a chef on a cruise ship.

Gabriele and Dante were cousins, although in Italy the word can indicate any familial relationship, no matter how distant. It’s like the word nipote, which refers to absolutely any relative, even though it strictly translates as “nephew.”

Dante grew up in Naples, Gabriele on the famous Isle of Capri. Anyway, they made their own limoncello from lemons grown on Capri and shipped over by Gabriele’s mother twice a year She had a tree in her yard. Fatt’in casa, homemade, and only served gratis, due to NY state law about making your own spirits. If you make it, you can’t sell it. They kept some commercially bottled limoncello behind the bar to serve to strangers.

Ruth plunked herself down at the bar and ordered a dirty vodka straight up with olives. I was staring at the wine list, and decided to opt for a favorite, Puer Apuliae, a treat from the southeast of Italy near Bari. It’s a dark, dirty, berry-ish, tobacco-ish red made mostly from the ancient uva di troia grape that was supposedly taken to Italy by the Greek hero Diomedes after he finished tearing down the walls of Troy at the end of the Trojan War. Cool, no? A really ancient grape, a really ancient wine, and from a part of Italy that was Greek until relatively recently in historic terms. Heck, the real St Nicholas is buried in Bari in a church called San Nicola di Bari. The famous Christmas saint was a bishop in Asia Minor, and as the Turks began to conquer the area, the Byzantine Emperor had the bones of St Nick exhumed and sent to Bari for reburial to keep the remains out of the hands of infidels. That was in 1087, virtually yesterday in Mediterranean terms.

Anyway, Ruth got her drink before they fetched the wine, and Gabriele was goo-gooing over her clothing when the bartender returned with what was the last bottle of Puer Apuliae, so named after the famous, or infamous, Holy Roman Emperor Frederick II in the Middle Ages because he was born in southern Italy, of Germans of course, and actually called himself King of Jerusalem for no particular reason. Go figure.

I suggested that if we were going to eat at the bar, we should move to the end where it touched the wall, so that we could talk with Gabriele. I mentioned Jimmy Van Gelsen and Ruth lighted up.

“He’s a member of the Opera League, almost never misses. Nice guy, kinda swishy sometimes but always looks like a million bucks. Funny, I thought he was involved with that television news guy, the one in the evening. But maybe he was bringing a Black guy recently. Wow, nice-looking guy too. That’s the one that was on the Thruway?”

“I guess.”

My cellphone lighted up. Mike di Saronno.

“Pronto?”

“Very funny, Hugo. How ya been? “

“Generally sitting up and taking nourishment, as they say. How ‘bout you?”

Mike is a detective in the Midtown West Precinct on West 54th Street, a stone’s throw from where I lived for a decade on 48th Street. We became friendly because Mike lived in the neighborhood, unlike most cops, who commute from someplace else, and because Ruth and I were able to lend a hand with a couple of relatively messy cases he worked on over a few years.

“Understand your propensity for violence put you on the scene when Eddie Hall was run off the road.”

“I happened to be driving behind him about a mile, yes.”

“Amazing.”

“So anyway…”

“I’d appreciate if I could take a statement, since the Commissioner asked me to have a look into it. It happened outside our jurisdiction, but we have an interest, since there may have been a political angle to whatever happened.”

“I heard he was going to run for office.”

“I heard you were the first person on the scene, before the State Police got there.”

“Yup. Ruth called it in on 9-1-1.”

“My next call is to Ruth.”

I handed the phone to Ruth.

“Mikey…”

She listened and made assenting noises a couple of times. “Why don’t you come to Ora di Pranzo? We’re just getting ready to have dinner.”

She handed the phone to me. “He wants to interview us there at the precinct so he can record everything.”

We agreed to meet the next morning at ten.

As the dinner hour wound down, Gabriele brought his own dinner out to the bar and sat with us. He gave us some flavor about Eddie Hall. Nice guy, very liberal, walked in the Pride Parade the last two years and was in favor of universal Pre-K for three-year-olds. Also, totally behind New York City being a sanctuary city, a place where the police or other authorities do not refer illegal residents to the feds.

“Was he in the closet?” Ruth asked.

Gabriele shrugged. “Well he not act faggy, but have boyfriend.”

“And I bet he was paying child support to his ex-wife.”

He shrugged again. “She rich too. Old money. Like Jimmy van Gelsen.”

Ruth cocked her head. “So, he swings for the fence and hits home runs. Interesting. How about you? You dating anyone?”

“Is called ‘yenta’?”

She smiled, but repeated the question.

He nodded toward me.

I had a mouthful of spaghetti with oil, garlic and parmesan cheese. I took a drink of wine and stared at her, trying to tell her telepathically to lay off. It didn’t work.

“Ugo,” he said. “Si no Ugo, nessuno.”

I started to swallow a whole strand of spaghetti the long way and felt it catch in my throat. I reached in my mouth and pulled the offending piece out and dropped it on my plate, took a drink of water and felt like I might live.

“Ruth, mon petit chou, can we drop this please?”

She put her hands in her lap and looked downward.

“Tell me everything you know about Jimmy Van Gelsen.”

She said he came from a wealthy family, had the perfect education from The Horace Mann School to Yale. Forty-ish or maybe very early fifties. Had a fairly public liaison—that is, lots of paparazzi, on Page Six several times—with a young male novelist at one point then was rumored to be cavorting with a network newscaster, though there were no photos of any kind to support that one. He worked for several liberal politicians in fund-raising, including a prominent City Councilman from my area of Queens around Long Island City who also had a Dutch name and a longtime live-in bf. He was a generous patron of Gay Men’s Health Crisis, and God’s Love We Deliver, which is a service that supplies prepared food, lunches and dinners, to people with cancer or AIDS or other diseases that make them unable to take care of themselves. He volunteered at Housing Works bookstore on Crosby Street in SoHo, where he ran the espresso bar two days a week, raising money for shut-ins from all kinds of illnesses and conditions.

No hint of scandal, although he had been the victim of persistent bullying as a child and a teenager. Nothing negative on social media. He posted frequently on Facebook and Twitter, referred to the Republican president as POTUS only, and retweeted substantially everything the ACLU posted.

Any Facebook page or Twitter account that might have been used by Eddie Hall had been idle since the accident, but there were various tweets that were being retweeted in significant numbers, and talk about a vigil outside City Hall.

Ruth was continually pressing keys on her smartphone and coming up with more in the way of what appeared to be a tsunami of worry about Eddie. His mother’s picture cropped up several times, but without any indication of whether or not she was still alive.

My phone buzzed again. Mike di Saronno again.

“Yo, Mike. Been a while since we talked.”

“I think we need to get that statement finished. I just got news that Jimmy van Gelsen was found outside his apartment building with a bullet in his head. This is now a homicide.”


Chapter Three

Ruth and I called an Uber and were at the 54th Street precinct in twenty minutes.  Gabriele came along for the ride, and because he wanted to see Mike. Gabriele has been part of our group for several years, and was smack-dab in the middle of solving two cases where it didn’t seem there would ever be a culprit identified. Dante stayed to take care of the store. As it happened, we heard about Jimmy van Gelsen’s death on the radio, 1010 WINS, on the way uptown, but of course it was just a neighborhood shooting on the radio. The vic was a wealthy, socially prominent guy who was active in political circles. They mentioned another politico, Eddie Hall, had been hurt in a car accident the day before in Orange County upstate, but did not draw a line connecting the two events.

That won’t last long when they find out the two were boyfriends, or even maybe engaged to be married.

“Mr. van Gelsen was an investor in a lot of companies and real estate projects,” Mike said. “We’re looking over all those to see if there has been any trouble, but I kinda doubt it. We’re looking for anything that might have got him in trouble—you know, bad habits, debts, gambling, whatever. Nothing so far. Linked up with Eddie Hall. It seems that Jimmy was wearing the apron in the family, so to speak.”

Ruth said she knew van Gelsen from the Opera League, which is a group of opera-lovers who, for the most part, meet every Monday evening during opera season, late September to late April or early May, in the Dress Circle, aka, third balcony, at the Metropolitan Opera, wearing black tie and tiaras. Why they insist on dressing like penguins in today’s world is a bit of a mystery. Not unlike kids wanting to dress up like princes and princesses.

Mike wanted to know what Ruth knew about van Gelsen.

“Well, he’s old money, which is a little unusual in the Opera League,” she said. “Most of us are outsiders from the Social Register. You know, Jews like me, Italians, Irish, recent immigrants, people of color. It happened because people like us were excluded from the normal charitable organizations until the 1950’s, but you don’t have to be a WASP to be interested in culture or theater or whatever.

“Same kind of thing as the ladies of B’nai B’rith being the life blood of Broadway shows. Basically, you can’t open a show on Broadway without their backing, not because they’re some kind of monopoly, but because they just buy so many tickets. It’s a real tradition, seeing all the shows that open.”

“So, about Mr. van Gelsen…”

She said that he very seldom missed a Monday, even though the season was arranged so that if you went every Monday you saw the same opera more than once, potentially several times with changes of cast. “The Italians don’t care how many times they see a piece. They have them all memorized anyway.”

“Anybody dislike him?”

“No,” she said. “What I’m telling you is that aside from being a little swishy, which is not so unusual at the opera, by the way, Jimmy was pretty much like everybody else. Older family maybe, more money probably, more political, we all knew about that because he wasn’t shy about it. I can tell you almost for sure that he brought Eddie Hall on a Monday night, at least once when I was there. I admit I missed a lot of Mondays in the spring because Murray was so sick. I knew he was gonna die, but I didn’t think it would happen so fast…”

I put my arm around her. Maybe she wasn’t my oldest friend in the world, but at times it seemed like it.

Mike turned to me.

“Mostly only what I read in the newspaper,” I said. “Both names were familiar, maybe from newscasts, but if either one of them stood next to me on the 7-train I wouldn’t have recognized him. Just people in suits, you know.”

“But you saw someone in a car that might have pushed Hall off the road?”

“I guess so, yes, I thought the gray car could possibly have scraped the side of the Mustang. I thought I saw a spark or a spray of sparks. Didn’t hear anything, too far back. Then the Mustang tacked over to the right and off the road. You know, you’ve seen the State Police reports. I never touched the car when I saw all the blood and the air bag and the EMTs arrived. But there wasn’t a side-swipe or scrape on it, so I guess there was no contact. I was thinking I might be able to help, but there was no way…”

Mike made a couple of notes, but the whole meeting was being recorded, so he could have it transcribed word for word if he wanted.

“So, van Gelsen was just lying on the sidewalk down in SoHo?”

“More or less.”

“Drive-by?”

“No way to tell yet. M.E. said first take was that the gun was fairly close to the victim, but no powder marks. So, if that’s true, probably not a drive-by. Seldom happens in Manhattan anyway, too many people on the street even in the middle of the night. License plates would be easy to get, for instance, or make and model, even the race of the driver.”

“No video?”

“That I don’t know about yet.”

“What can we do to help?”

Gabriele was sitting quietly, but offered, “Signor van Gelsen come to Ora di Pranzo many time.”

“Did he bring Eddie Hall?”

“Maybe, lo dimentico. Forse, ma…”

“Any Black guy?”

“Si.”

“Eddie Hall?”

“Si.”

Mike showed him a photo from a political poster. Gabriele nodded.

“This one?”

He nodded again.

“You sure?”

Yes. “He live Brooklyn, like me. People in Brooklyn know him, on television, make speech sometimes.”

“Do you remember anything about the man in the picture? Was he quiet? Did people go over to talk to him? Did you think he might be a celebrity?”

Gabriele stared at the picture. “People go over and shake his hand. He nice guy, always smile and maybe tell joke.”

“Many people?”

“Yes.”

“Let me have a look at that picture,” Ruth said. She cocked her head. “I know this guy. I was looking at some pics online, but not very clear. Maybe from one of the political campaigns I worked on. Good looking, like an actor. Could be from Opera League with Jimmy.”

“Maybe from television?” Mike asked. “He prosecuted some pretty high-profile cases when he was ADA in Brooklyn, which is up until a couple of years ago.”

She pursed her lips together and slowly shook her head. “Maybe. I mean I know when I see Cyrus Vance on TV, or when I used to see that Indian guy who was U.S. attorney and who got fired after the election. I don’t think that’s why he looks familiar. Honestly, I seldom watch the news on TV anyway. Bad times. Either I’m out someplace or I’m getting ready to go to bed.” She shook her head, unable to dislodge whatever memory was stuck in her pipes.

“Oh,” she said, a bit louder. “I just remembered. I went to a party, probably this spring, yeah, kind of a fund-raiser for a women’s rights group, at a gorgeous townhouse on the Promenade in Brooklyn Heights. All kinds of famous people mingling there, and there was a distinct boiler-room feel to it. Raising money, you know. Fortunately, they all used to look to Murray for donations, not me, or they did when he was alive. He was there, Eddie Hall, the guy in the picture. I was sitting almost next to him on a sofa, having a drink with an African-American pastor of a church in Harlem who was sitting on my right, one of those guys who is a go-to interview on CNN when the police are accused of violence with a Black guy.

“That guy, the pastor, stood up, and I turned to the other side, my left, and there was this very good-looking Black guy, and it was him, Eddie Hall. I said something like, oh you’re running for City Council. He smiled and nodded, stuck his hand out and said his name. I told him I can’t vote for him, live in Manhattan, but said good luck or something formulaic like that. Really good-looking. Why are the best-looking guys always gay? Then he got up and strolled out into the crowd, patting backs and shaking hands.”

“Was Mr. van Gelsen there?”

“If he was, I don’t remember.”

“I wonder why someone would want to take him out. I mean, van Gelsen kind of a quiet guy, not high profile. Liberal like a lot of people, but hard to believe that even as snarky as politics is these days, someone would shoot him for his politics.”

“Not official, but the Commissioner told me word is that van Gelsen left his whole estate, lock, stock and barrel, to Eddie Hall.”

“Well, so there’s a money angle?” I said. “Do we know who in the van Gelsen family would stand to lose?”

“I think van Gelsen’s got several brothers,” Mike said. “Doesn’t mean much though. We need to look through his connections to see if he’s on any Boards of Directors, for instance. If he’s on Planned Parenthood here in New York, we know that can get some people worked up.”

“But even then, what kind of coincidence that Eddie Hall’s upstate in a hospital and somebody shoots his boyfriend?”

Mike shrugged. “This is going to be a challenging one. If you feel like you can spend some time digging up what you can dig up, you know I’ll appreciate it. Just don’t get involved in the overall situation. Let me know what you find out, and keep your nose clean.”

Gabriele put his hand to his nose. “Clean?”

“It’s just a saying, Ri-Ri,” I said, using a childish nickname that he had foolishly disclosed to me years earlier. “Keep your nose clean. It means don’t get in trouble.”

He wrinkled his nose and frowned at me, indicating that the Ri-Ri nickname was annoying. He had told me his grandmother called him that and, frankly, I only called him that to annoy him. Not something to be proud of, I guess.

I said that I would guess at some point the van Gelsen estate would be settled. The fact that Eddie might still be unconscious and might not even know that van Gelsen was shot. What if Eddie didn’t make it? I am so glad I’m not a lawyer.

“He has kids. Or had kids, I guess. A boy and a girl, I think, from his second marriage. At least that’s what I read online.”

“You’re right,” Mike said. “A boy and a girl. They live here in New York with their mother, who still uses her married name, Aurora Carter Hall. Carter was her maiden name. She’s White, by the way, not that it matters. The boy is Alexander, at Columbia. The girl is Matilda, high school. The girl just finished eighth grade, so she will be a freshman in September. Alexander went to Trinity, an Episcopal prep school on the west side then to SUNY Albany. Matilda has been going to Spence, which is kindergarten through twelfth grade, on the east side, in the nineties. Of course, Mrs. Hall comes from money, which helps.

“So, look,” Mike said. “Changing the subject, your statement to the State Police said the second car, the one that may have run Eddie Hall off the road, was a silver Bentley. Are you sure?”

I nodded. “Yup. Well you don’t see them often, and they might as well be a Rolls Royce or a Sherman tank. I think I told them that several minutes before whatever happened, happened, the Bentley went tearing by us to my left like we were standing still. And I was driving my old Jag XK8. I thought of flooring my car and showing that driver a thing or two. But I didn’t. I slowed down to put more distance between us.”

“But you didn’t get a license plate?”

“Nah. I have a vague impression looking back that it may not have been a New York plate, but that’s only because I was straining to see the logo on the trunk. Light-colored but maybe not New York. Nothing else. I’m no expert on expensive cars, but I think that one was a Flying Spur, if that’s the right name. The only thing I noticed about it was that the back windows were smoked or tinted so you couldn’t see in. I thought that was illegal, but maybe not. The front window wasn’t, and I do remember that there was no one sitting in the passenger seat.”

“The driver. Anything you can remember?”

“Not much. I think he was White, mostly because I don’t remember thinking he wasn’t White. Definitely a guy, not a female.”

“And you knew that because?”

“He looked like a guy, maybe even had a moustache. Yeah, I think he had a moustache, and he was wearing a kind of uniform cap, with a brim like a cop more or less.”

“Jacket and tie?”

“Sorry, no idea. I wasn’t expecting any kind of incident, you know. People speed like crazy on the Thruway all the time. And when Ruth and I were cruising north, we were like an invitation to a drag race. She was looking like Isadora Duncan with a huge scarf, and we had the top down. Over the years there have been several times when teenagers or younger guys try to pull ahead then slow down, to see if I would accelerate. Usually not. Frequently I pull off at the next exit and get some gas instead. I’ve never had a ticket, by the way, even driving a fast sports car.”

I looked at Ruth questioningly.

“Don’t look at me. The wind was blowing in my face and I had my Holly Golightly sunglasses on. I did see the cars looked like they might be racing before the red one pulled off the road, but that’s because Hugo told me to look at them. I looked up because he thought they were drag racing.”

“How dumb would you have to be to drag race in a Bentley? Whether somebody got the license or not, there are so few of them that finding the owner of one has to be just a matter of sorting out colors and years and so forth. Have you figured out who owns the Bentley that roared past us on the Thruway?”

“More or less. It was reported stolen earlier that day near Atlantic City. It belongs to one of the casinos. Whoever did it forced the driver out of the car and took off. Nobody was hurt. Sounds like a joy-rider.”

Gambling. Hmmm. Doesn’t make sense. Just joy-riding?

“Did anybody check the Mustang to see if there was a homing device in it?”

Mike looked at me questioningly but didn’t say anything.

“Well, if the guy was looking to get rid of the Bentley and grab a new car, y’know. I don’t know, just curious. That Bentley went by me like he knew exactly where he was going. That’s all. Makes sense that if he had already driven one hundred and twenty miles, he might have been high or whatever.”

“As it happens,” Mike said, “there was a passive RFID locator fastened with a neodymium magnet under the dashboard in the Mustang. It could have been put there at any time, no way to tell when, no battery power needed because all it did was to bounce off a signal when it was hit with a radio beam. It could be found by a beacon that broadcasted radio frequency beams off it, but the radius would have been no more than a few miles, probably more to help find the Mustang if it was stolen.”

What made him speed up when he did?

“The RFID locator in the Mustang didn’t help us find the Bentley,” Mike said, “but the Bentley, as it turns out, had a battery-powered homing device of its own in the frame of the car. The casino had a big investment in it, and had no intention of just losing it. Using that, we located it in the town of Catskill, New York, brought it back to New York City and went over it inch by inch. As you might suspect, abandoned, wiped clean, although the CSI guys are all over it looking for prints and they have some partials at least. There were apparently some passengers or a passenger in the car since the last time it was cleaned. There were some bits of gum wrapper or candy wrapper that would have been cleaned up before an expensive car like that was assigned to some high-roller in Atlantic City.”

It was too full of coincidences. “There must be some way all of this makes sense, just don’t know how to look at it to find what really happened.” I keep thinking about Sherlock Holmes. Never trust coincidences to be just accidental.

It’s all about van Gelsen. Hall is a coincidence, even though we don’t like coincidences.

I looked at Ruth. She had the same look on her face. A combination of overload and puzzlement.

“I think we should hit the computers at home and sleep on this,” she said.

“Gotcha.” I patted Mike on the back and we left. I went home after I put Ruth in a taxi.


Chapter Four

I looked up Jimmy van Gelsen, feeling sure Ruth was on the same sites, but that’s okay. Two pairs of eyes see different things.

He wasn’t an only child. He had four brothers and a sister who was developmentally disabled and being taken care of in Westchester County with twenty-four-hour nursing and fairly constant social stimulation, as I interpreted it. It made me think of Laura in “The Glass Menagerie,” but without the overbearing mother. Well, they had in common a gay brother yes, but not living with her. And most likely no gentleman callers or jonquils.

His mother was also from an old Dutch family that regularized their name to Skylar from what presumably was originally Schuyler or van Schuyler. His father was one of five brothers, the other four of whom had a total of four boys and five girls. No danger of the name dying out, at least not for that generation. Jimmy was safe from being accused of killing the family name. In an Italian family maybe, he would have been a priest, but in a Dutch family maybe not.

Good education, check. Beautiful apartment in the West Village, check. There was a tour of his apartment dating back to a charity walk-through a couple of years earlier. Two floors of a lovingly restored eighteenth century townhome. He had the main floor and garden, and the floor below it, formerly a servant floor with an entrance under the front steps. Beautiful wide-plank oak floors with an original look to them, and several fire-places, though I doubt they were functional, looking at the pictures with flower arrangements where there would have been logs. Lots of family pictures in the hallways, two big Susan Rothenberg paintings facing each other on opposite sides of a broad doorway, one a roughed out black horse lifting a foreleg, the other an almost smeary looking black horse in what I would gather was a show stance. There was a near-life-size full-length portrait of a shepherd with a rough-hewn staff and no shirt, with hair that would have graced a fourteenth-century Florentine man; very curly in a soft halo bigger than Angela Davis’s 1960s Afro.

No mention of a boyfriend, so it probably predated any liaison with Eddie Hall. There were other paintings that looked vaguely familiar, probably just from style. No, it couldn’t be a Rauschenberg—that would have been in the caption. Just Pop Art, looking clean and big and comic-strip-ish. Lotsa money, check. A pair of white leather Barcelona chairs blended with a smorgasbord of styles of furniture united by upholstery in tints and color values that blended like flowers in a garden.

There had been some litigation with a past romantic relationship. A guy who felt he should get a pay-off when they broke up. Seems to have been settled without a judge, and the former partner moved to New Mexico. Jimmy van Gelsen helped bankroll out-of-pocket costs for good pro bono lawyers who had filed suits on behalf of a man whose transgender surgery went bad, apparently settled in the patient’s favor.

There were a variety of lawsuits by tenants in rental buildings that were owned by a series of well-known and generally well-regarded property managers in whom Jimmy owned shares. Plumbing that didn’t work, elevators that didn’t work, an absentee doorman in a building where all the tenants went together to force the property manager to hire new doormen on a twenty-four-hour basis. Nothing really hostile. Fairly vanilla, all things considered. You’d have thought he might have offended somebody at some point. At least it seemed logical, knowing that he died from a bullet to the forehead.

Entirely different picture when I looked up Eddie Hall. He seemed to poke at hornets’ nests pretty regularly. He went after the public housing authority, the union that represents corrections officers at Rikers Island, the MTA lines that were voted “least dependable” or “dirtiest” by the Straphangers Coalition. He regularly criticized the mayor, the Speaker of the City Council, and even the District Attorney, especially when there were accusations of police brutality against people of color.

Hall was being sued by numerous nonprofits and conservative political groups seeking to force disclosure of his election fund-raising records, and separately seeking to force an audit of a charity where he was active on the Board of Trustees, alleging that there were expenditures that were instances of corruption. That charity provided homes and education for
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