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One


The things a girl’s gotta do to turn a buck . . .

Alessandra Martillo leaned across the pool table and lined up her shot. Black hair fell forward across her face and hung down over one eye. She knew Marty Stiles, the fat dude at the bar, was staring at the gap in her V-neck sweater, but she also knew that he couldn’t help himself. Her single unobscured eye flicked once in his direction, then back down at the table as she struck the cue ball softly. It rolled half the length of the table, knocked the last striped ball into a corner pocket, then caromed off the end bumper and rolled to a stop about a foot and a half behind the eight ball. She straightened back up, ignored Marty, tapped her stick on the other corner pocket. Her opponent, relegated to observer status since four shots after the break, stepped forward and laid a folded twenty on the table. “Forget it,” he said. “You’re out of my league.”

She shook her hair back out of her face and winked at him. “If that’s the way you feel about it, baby.” The guy walked off shaking his head.

She walked around the table and sank the rest of the balls. Now that her game was over, she hammered them home one by one, almost violently. No one had yet come forward with the price of the next game. Stiles didn’t reach into his pocket, either. Marty never played anything, anywhere, unless he had an edge. Besides, when Al was dressed for the club, the guy could never think straight; all he could do was waste his time admiring her ass.

She knew she was no cover girl, but she was tall, dark, lean, fine enough in her own way. If you wanted a Barbie doll, she wasn’t for you, and she was comfortable with that. She was more like the kind of broad who could pitch a shutout against your softball team, hit one out herself, then drink you under the table after the game. There were certain guys who went crazy for that, and Marty Stiles was one of them. She knew it: when she stared at him she could turn his guts to water. Every time she wore a pair of low-rise jeans his tongue would hang out so far you could put a knot in it and call it a tie. He’d had it bad for her for a while. He’d given her his best shot: laid off the sauce, dropped about thirty pounds, got into some new clothes, sprang for a fifty-dollar haircut . . . But when he made his move, she laughed at him.

Not a chance, she told him.

He hadn’t taken defeat easily. He had a certain kind of fat guy charm, she had to admit it, and he certainly had the green, but she wasn’t interested. Angered and insulted, for a while he’d told everyone who would listen that she was a rug-muncher. She hadn’t minded that, but when he began speculating, aloud, how unnatural it was for a Puerto Rican chick like her to be so cold, she’d had a short and pointed conversation with the man.

She watched a new victim come forward—guy looked like an off-duty cop, young, big guns, Republican haircut. Looked like the kind of guy who let his size win most of his arguments. He approached the table, quarters in his hand. “May I have the plea sure?” he asked her. She looked at him, nodded, and he stuck the coins into the slot. The balls grumbled down into the tray beneath the table.

“Carlo,” he said, holding out his hand. “You mind if I rack?”

“Alessandra,” she said, and she shook his hand. “And I’m feeling so good tonight, I’m gonna let you break. How about that?”

“Beautiful thing,” he said.

He got lucky, sank a ball off the break, then two more in quick succession before faltering. “Left you tough,” he told her, backing away. “I don’t think you have a move.”

She chuckled softly, chalked the end of her stick, and then she ran the table on him. Carlo leaned against a column and watched in silence until it was over. “Twenty bucks,” he said, reaching into his pocket. “That the standard bet?”

She shook her head. “Don’t want you feeling like you been hustled.”

“No, no,” Carlo said. “Call it a lesson. You do this for a living?”

“Strictly amateur,” she said, watching him. Her habit of making direct eye contact, together with her looks, intimidated a lot of men. Not this one, though.

“Listen,” he said. “If I buy you a drink, will you show me how you drew the cue ball back on that last corner shot? I thought you were gonna scratch for sure.”

She looked past him, caught a glimpse of Marty Stiles over at the bar, a sour look on his face as he downed a shot and picked up the beer chaser. She knew what Marty really wanted. He really wanted her to tell the guy to get lost, that she was taken, in love, going steady, head over heels crazy with this pudgy gentleman who—

“Cutty on the rocks,” she said.

Carlo pulled a wad of bills out of his pocket, peeled off a twenty, and laid it on the table. “Right back,” he said.

She felt Marty’s eyes on her as she walked out of the place with Carlo about an hour later. Carlo’s car was parked in two spots on the far side of the lot. She couldn’t really blame him, it was a yellow Lamborghini Murcielago, a two-seat Italian sports car that optioned out for just north of three hundred grand, and it would be criminal, not to mention expensive, to find it with a ding from some meathead flinging his pickup door open.

“You like it?” he asked her.

“I love it,” she told him. It was the truth.

“Climb in,” he said. He put his hand on her butt and caressed her over to the passenger side door. “Let me take you for a ride.”

They didn’t get halfway across the lot before Marty Stiles stepped out from between two cars and stood directly in their path.

“Who is this guy?” Carlo said.

“Beats me,” she said.

No one moved for about twenty seconds. Then Carlo blipped his throttle once. Twelve cylinders and five hundred and seventy-two horses murmured their impatience. Marty seemed to think it over for another ten seconds, then took a single step back, gave them just enough room to squeak by.

Carlo eased the car forward.

They passed by Stiles, his bellied shirt the only part of him visible, a hand-width away. He thumped his fist down on the car’s roof as it passed.

Carlo stomped the brake. Marty backed away, groping for something under his jacket.

Carlo was cool, Al had to give him that. He didn’t pop out of the car like an enraged prairie dog, he opened the door slowly and climbed out calmly. Marty walked unsteadily backward.

Carlo followed him five or six steps. “Exactly what,” he said, his voice pitched low and hard, “is your fucking problem?”

Up ahead, a Pontiac GTO pulled up to the front door of the joint and stopped. The driver and his young female passenger got out, paused to watched the unfolding drama. “You oughta watch where the hell you’re going,” Marty snarled. “You almost ran over my foot!”

“You fat piece of shit.” Carlo took another step in Marty’s direction. “I am gonna—”

He was barely six feet away when Al made her move. Gripping the windowsill and the seat-back hard, she jackknifed her legs up out of the footwell, and, butt in the air, knees in her face, she levered herself over into the driver’s seat. Nice, she thought. But it’s a damn good thing this baby isn’t a quarter of an inch shorter . . . She didn’t bother to close the driver’s-side door, she just tapped the magnesium shift paddle, eased on the throttle, let the door close itself. The V-12 murmured sweet lies in her ear as she pulled away slowly. She could just make out Carlo’s shout, looked in the mirror, saw him running madly after her, saw Marty Stiles, red-faced, bent over laughing in the background. She toyed with Carlo, kept the Lambo just out of his reach, slid past the GTO, past the long, pink, phallic club awning where the Pontiac’s occupants stood watching in amusement. She eased on the gas a little more when she hit the street, left Carlo standing there, hands on knees, sucking wind.

Aw, come on, Al, an inner voice whispered. The guy had his hand all over your ass, you owe him . . . She toggled off the traction control, stood on the gas. The engine bellowed in finest Italian operatic tradition; the Lambo spun madly. She did not have to fight it, it was now a living thing, a coconspirator, something you did not steer, you pled with it, you urged it with your knees and your hips, you let it feel your desire . . . The acceleration pressed her back into the seat as the car exploded down the street. Carlo dived for the safety of the ditch on the far side of the sidewalk as Alessandra and her new friend ripped off two beautiful tire-shredding donuts right where he’d been standing.

And then she rocketed away.

God, it was almost like the thing breathed for her, as though she could feel the air pouring over her painted skin, feel the soles of her shoes sliding on the pavement.

You shouldn’t have done that, she thought, and the car slowed.

It was pointless, she thought, and stupid. The Lambo took the next corner calmly, almost quietly.

Oh, please, the inner voice said. What’s the point of stealing a supercar if you can’t behave like Supergirl, if only for a minute or so? Pete, the tow driver, was parked up on the next block. With intense regret, she slid up behind the big flatbed. It was already tilted down to the ground, Pete standing behind it with a cable in his hand. He was an older guy, gray ponytail and goatee, couple days’ growth of beard, balding on the top.

Good-bye, doll, she thought, and she caressed the steering wheel. I’m really sorry to walk out on you this way, but it never would have worked. I can’t afford you, honey, you’re way too hot for me. I know, I know, it’s a lame and tired excuse, but it’s the truth.

It wasn’t you, baby. It was me.

She opened the door and climbed out. “Hook it up, Petey baby, and let’s get the hell out of here.”

Just then Pete’s phone went off, and she could hear Marty Stiles’s voice shouting, right on the edge of panic. “Mayday! Mayday!” he yelled. “The mark jacked that GTO and he’s headed in your direction!” In the distance she heard the basso profundo roar of an American V-8, with cop sirens singing soprano harmony in the background.

Here we go, she thought, and she cracked her knuckles. Here we go . . . “Hook that mother, Petey, get that bitch onto the truck and she’s ours. I’ll deal with this guy . . .”

It was all over by the time Stiles got there. Alessandra leaned her butt against the fender of the cruiser, her arms crossed in front. She watched Stiles by the flashing lights of the police car and the ambulance. He horsed himself out of his car, looked at her and shook his head, but he kept his distance. She knew he was standing over there trying to figure a way to make this all her fault. It’s your job, she told him silently, you’re the guy who’s supposed to give the mark the standard speech: “Nothing personal, my man, but you don’t make the payments, Lambo takes their car back, so just chill, no point in anybody going to jail over this . . .”

The yellow Lamborghini sat up high on the flatbed. A blue-uniformed policeman watched two EMTs who were trying to attend to the Lambo’s driver, but the guy couldn’t hold still, he was down on his knees in the street, puking. He held his shaking right arm awkwardly away from his body. The cop’s partner was over behind the cruiser, talking to Pete, who pitched his voice loud enough for her to hear.

“Well, Officer, she pulls up in the car, right, I get it hooked up, then we hear this yoyo one block over, he musta seen my flashers. So he comes screaming up, right, jumps out, but he don’t care about the car anymore, he goes right for Martillo. He’s gotta be twice her size, right, he makes a grab for her, I’m wondering how much of a pussy I am for not jumping in, then I hear this funny noise, sounds like when you bite a piece of celery, right, then the guy’s fucking screaming. I mean, he’s not yelling like a man, he’s screaming like my wife after I track dog shit on the carpet. He had a piece, right, but when he tries to pull it out, she kicks him on the outside of his knee, he goes down, she takes the piece and tosses it under the truck. Which is where it still is. Whole thing took maybe ten seconds.”

“She wasn’t armed?”

“No, sir. I seen the whole thing. She done it just like I told you.”

Another cruiser rolled up behind the tow. More lights, Al thought. Just in case someone wants to see us from the freakin’ moon. Two cops got out, walked right past her, over to where the EMTs were trying to splint the Lambo driver’s broken fingers. She shook her head. I do all the freakin’ work, she thought, and what do I get? I get to stand here and wait while the big boys figure things out.

Same old shit.

Stiles stood over by his car. She ignored him, watched the EMTs. She knew he was staring, but the man just couldn’t help himself.





Two


Marty Stiles, elbows on the table, watched the dancer at the other end of the stage. She didn’t look half bad, at least not from that distance. Be careful, he thought. You’ve had too much to drink tonight to be able to think regular . . . He didn’t look at Daniel Caughlan, the man sitting next to him. “I’d love to do it for you,” he said. “Problem is, Al is the best man I got. I put her full time on this, I gotta hire another broad for the office, then I gotta find another guy to do what Al does out in the field. You know what I’m sayin’? So it ain’t like I just gotta replace the one guy. An’ I don’t know where I would get somebody else like her. This business takes a special kinda person. Al has a real feel for it.” He finally glanced in Caughlan’s direction. Fucking guy, Marty thought, he’s watching me like a cat watching a parakeet.

“I’ll make it worth your trouble,” Caughlan said.

Marty Stiles shivered. He had known Daniel “Mickey” Caughlan for years. Stiles had been a rookie cop when he’d first run across the guy. Caughlan had been one of the few to survive the immolation of the Irish gangs that had once haunted the neighborhood of Hell’s Kitchen on Manhattan’s west side. He had been just another body back then, just another face. Perhaps smarter and without question luckier than his betters, he had survived, left alone at the reins of something called Pennsylvania Transfer Corporation when his silent partners all wound up dead or serving long prison sentences. The last of them, Patrick Donleavy, had disappeared without a trace. Donleavy had been Caughlan’s friend and patron, but Rudolph Giuliani, then a prominent DA making his bones on the backs of the mobsters in New York City, had been hard on Donleavy’s trail, and if Donleavy had fallen, Caughlan would have been next. After Donleavy’s disappearance, the hounds had snapped at Caughlan’s heels for the next six months or so, but the trail was cold, and eventually they wandered off to seek other amusements. Stiles had no direct evidence of what may have happened to Donleavy, but he knew what his gut told him. What he did know for a fact was that in the years since, Caughlan, using the ruthless tactics taught to him by Donleavy and his compatriots, had built Pennsylvania Transfer into a major interstate shipping firm.

Caughlan stared back at him, his face blank. “Look,” he said, “I got a situation and I gotta do something about it, Marty, but I can’t have you stomping around in my life with those big feet of yours. No offense, but you got the finesse of a hippopotamus with a bad case of hemorrhoids. I’ve heard about your girl Alessandra, and she’s the one I want. Don’t worry, you’ll be working this, too. There are some elements to this that are gonna require your special talents. You got the contacts and you got the moves. And there might be some serious money in it.”

Stiles could hardly hear him over the noise of the music and the shouted conversations going on around them. That’s why he picked this place, Marty thought, his stomach turning over. The FBI could have a bug stuck right up Caughlan’s ass, but they still couldn’t hear a word, not over the roar in this place. Whatever Caughlan wants done, it can’t be anything good. He thought for a second or two, wondering how bad he wanted Mickey Caughlan’s money.

Caughlan put a hand on Stiles’s shoulder, sending a chill all the way through him. Stiles tore his eyes away from the dancer, shifted in his seat, and took a long look at Mickey Caughlan. “How serious?”

Caughlan shrugged. “I’m thinking we’re probably talking low six figures here.”

Marty’s eyes went wide. “No shit.”

“Watch the girl, there.” Caughlan gestured with his chin. “I think she likes you.”

Stiles turned back to the stage. The dancer was still a long way off, but there was another one standing right next to him. Late twenties, he figured, blue eyes, dirty-blond hair, heavy breasts bursting out of a sequined bra. As he turned in her direction, he felt Caughlan press a folded piece of paper into his right hand. Glancing at it, he was astonished to see a hundred-dollar bill materialize in his fist. “Ben Franklin,” he said to the girl. “My favorite president.”

“Mine, too,” she told him. She leaned up close, stuck her hand in his crotch. She whispered in his ear. “You like to dance, baby? Dead Benny always makes me feel like dancing.” She massaged his growing erection through his pants.

Marty could hear a trace of the woman’s Slavic origins. “Me, too,” he told her. “But I prolly need some lessons.”

She reached across with her other hand, plucked the bill out of his grasp, gave him one final squeeze. “Past the men’s room door,” she told him. “Go through the blue doorway. First room on the right. When you finish your business here, I’ll be waiting for you.” She leaned up close again, touched the tip of her tongue to his eyebrow, then released him. She stepped back slowly, turned her back, and walked away.

Marty swallowed, then looked back at Caughlan. “She come courtesy of you?” he said.

“Not me,” Caughlan said. “Seen her coming, though. Man, I love this place.”

“You kidding? You didn’t pay her off?”

“All right,” Caughlan said. “Maybe I tipped her on the way in. Maybe I told her about this lonesome and generous businessman I was meeting here tonight.”

Stiles’s head swam. “Just what is it you want me to do, Mickey?”

Caughlan glanced past Stiles at the departing blonde. “All right,” he said again. “Listen up. Six, seven months ago, one of my trucks picked up a container off a ship down in Port Newark. No big deal, we do that all the time. According to the bill of lading, the thing was supposed to be a load of blue jeans headed for some discounter in Chicago. Okay? So the truck gets hijacked. We find it down by the river in Jersey City a couple days later. Container is empty, except for the driver; poor bastard was inside, deader than last year’s Christmas goose.”

“I didn’t hear nothing about it,” Marty said. “It musta not made the papers.”

Caughlan shook his head. “We kept it quiet,” he said. “There was some brown goo on the floor of the container.”

“Goo?”

“Corn syrup, like. Thick and oily.”

“Yeah.” Marty Stiles felt the hair on the back of his neck rising. “What was it?”

“Chemist I sent it to said it was opium base,” Caughlan said. “Stuff is like crude oil. Couple steps away from gasoline, but still damned expensive. You get me?”

“Yeah, I get you. What’d you do about it?”

Caughlan shook his head. “Nothing. Stuck our heads back in the sand. Hoped it would all go away.”

Stiles stared at him. “For real, man. What did you do?”

“We waited. Figured whoever belonged to that shit would come looking for it, but they never showed.”

“So you’re off the hook.”

“I don’t think so. I got a tip, there’s a secret grand jury looking into Penn Transfer. And into me.”

“Over this? Over dope?”

“Don’t know for sure,” Caughlan said. “But I wouldn’t want to bet against it.”

I don’t want to ask this question, Marty thought, but I have to, because Caughlan knows I should ask it. “You into dope? You get a piece of what moves through Port Newark?”

For a second, Caughlan looked like what Marty knew him to be: hard, cold, merciless. Then he looked away, caught a waitress’s eye, waved his empty glass. He looked back at Stiles. “You and I go way back, Marty,” he said. “You know I never been a altar boy. Joint like this one, maybe the cops think it’s a brothel, and maybe it is, but I ask you: man can’t get drunk and get his ashes hauled, what’s the use in living? I ask you, where’s the harm done? But the drug trade burns everyone it touches. I always kept my distance.”

“So? You think someone’s setting you up?”

“No. I think someone’s using Penn Transfer to move their shit. I think they figure when the cops finally tumble to it, I’ll be the one that swings, not them.”

Marty nodded. What cop would bother looking past a man like Caughlan? “Smart,” he said.

Caughlan leaned over and whispered in Stiles’s ear. “Hundred large,” he said, “you find out who’s doing it. Buck and a half, you give me the score on the grand jury, too. A deuce if you get it all done before the end of the month.”

It was too much money to even consider passing up, even if he was gonna have to walk through a few dark places to get it. “All right,” he said. “But how do you want to work this? What is it that you want Al for?”

“I don’t wanna tell you how to do your job,” Caughlan said. “If I knew how to handle this, it’d be done already. But I figure you probably know every crooked cop and scumbag lawyer in Jersey. You chase the grand jury angle. Let Martillo loose, let her chase it from the other end.”

Clever, Marty thought. Once I start turning over rocks, things will start to happen. Caughlan thinks it’s someone close to him, and figures he’ll have Al watching his back. “There’s one problem with all of this,” he said.

“Yeah? What’s that?”

“Al. Al’s the problem. She ain’t great at following instructions. Matter of fact, she’s prolly the single most annoying female I ever met. The bitch could find a white cat in a snowstorm, but she could never explain how she knew where to look. You get her going on this, she’s gonna go where her nose tells her to go. You hear what I’m saying? You got some closets you don’t want her looking in, that’s your tough luck, she’s gonna do what she wants to do. You better think about that before you pull the trigger here.”

“I can handle her,” Caughlan said. “Besides, I got too much at risk to worry about a few indiscretions coming to light.”

Stiles watched the dancer. Caughlan thinks he knows Al, he thought, but the guy has no idea, not if he thinks he can handle her. Unless he figures he can just bury her once she gets to be too much of a pain in his ass. And good luck with that . . . But I might be putting Al in a tough spot with this, Stiles thought. His stomach rolled once, but the thought of two hundred grand in his bank account had a wonderfully restorative effect. “We need to talk money. I can’t afford to go on spec. I’m gonna need fifty large up front and a guaranteed hundred, minimum, when we’re done.”

Caughlan stared at him for a moment. “Agreed,” he said. “Set up a meeting—you, me, and Martillo. We can go over the details there.”

“Okay,” Stiles said.

Caughlan got off his stool. “The lady’s waiting for you,” he said. “Enjoy yourself, but watch that girl, she bites.”

“She what? What did you say?”

Caughlan nodded. “Something wrong with her head. She bites. She’ll want to blow you, but don’t you let her. You knock her down and give it to her proper.”





Three


“Your biggest problem is that you’re a girl.” That was the first thing he’d said to her back when they started, that first time she could remember him coming back home. Alessandra had been six years old at the time, a bit tall for her age and naturally athletic, but impossibly thin. He was back in Brooklyn after a tour of duty with the MPs on the Hong Kong waterfront. Tall, dark, and forbidding, that’s how she remembered him; quick to anger, sensitive to any disrespect, intolerant of any lack of rectitude in matters of dress or speech or behavior.

She remembered standing in front of him, trembling, glancing over at her mother for support. Like a lot of project kids, Alessandra’s mother had been her rock, her bodyguard, her ever-present protective shield, but right then her mother would not come past the kitchen doorway. “Beektor,” her mother said, pleading, and her father reddened at the mispronunciation. “Beektor, she’s so small. Are you sure . . .”

“How long do you want me to wait?” he snapped. “She’s old enough. Go make dinner.” He did not look in his wife’s direction to see whether or not he would be obeyed. “Okay, Alessandra,” he said. “Now you listen to me. You’re a girl, and everyone is bigger than you. They think they can make you do what they want, you hear me? You have to learn to defend yourself. Do you understand me? You need to be able to stand up for yourself. Now pretend I’m a strange man, I walk up to you on the street, and I grab you. What do you do?” He approached her then, got down on one knee, wrapped a thick arm around her in slow motion. “I’ve got you now. What do you do?”

She had heard his voice on the phone many times, but this was the first time she had been confronted with the physical reality of the man. He was clearly in charge, and she was terrified of disappointing him. “I would scream,” she said, after a minute. “I would scream for a policeman.”

“That’s good,” he said, but he did not release her. “You should scream. But what if there’s no policemen around? What if they’re too far away to protect you? You need to be able to take care of yourself.” She was afraid to look at him. “You have something to fight with. Tell me what it is.”

She could smell the aftershave he used, feel the smooth warm skin of his arm. She considered his question. “I could hit you?”

“No, you can’t hit me, you’re too small and you don’t know how yet. But you can poke my eye out.”

She looked at her hand, resting on his arm. “Would that hurt?”

“Never mind that. I’m a strange man, remember? I just grabbed you, and bad things are going to happen unless you can make me let you go. Do you understand?”

She did not, but she sensed that he wanted her to say yes. “Yes, Papi.”

“Good. Now we’re going to try it. No, not like The Three Stooges.” He released her then. He held his hand out in front of her, fingers straight and stiff. “Make your hand like this. No, hard, hard, feel mine. Just like that, hard. Now watch this.” Still down on one knee, he pushed her back a half step. “Now you pretend you’re the bad man, and you try to grab me.”

She smiled at that, just slightly.

“No,” he said, “just pretend. I’m the little girl, you’re the bad man. You’re way bigger than me, I can’t hurt you. Try to grab me.” She inhaled, took a half step, her hands raised, and quicker than anything she had ever seen, he jabbed at her face with his stiffened fingers. “Boom!” he said. “Now tell me what just happened.”

“You poked me.”

“I scratched your cornea. What that really means is if you were a bad man and I was a little girl, the bad man is hurting so much he can’t see the little girl anymore, and she’s running away. Do you understand?”

She did not. “Yes, Papi.”

“Good. Now we’re going to practice. First in slow motion. I grab you with this hand, slow, like that, and I’m going to hold up my other hand and you pretend it’s my face, and you jab at it, slow, slow, hold your fingers stiff. Good. Now a little quicker.” He reached for her again, holding up his other hand, and she poked at it. “No,” he told her, “keep those fingers hard and stiff, and jab harder. As quick as you can. Ready? Okay, go. That’s better. Let’s do it again. Okay, good. Again.”

That’s how it started.

The bus let her out at the corner of White Plains Road and East Tremont in the Bronx, steps away from the building where her father lived now. White Plains Road had two traffic lanes in each direction, but only in theory because there were cars perpetually double-parked on both sides. She watched the bus pull away, shaking her head. Three years ago, when he’d finally gotten out of prison, he’d chosen not to go back to Brooklyn, moved up here to live in anonymous isolation. She stepped into the vestibule of his building, rang the bell next to his name, Victor Martillo. “It’s me, Dad.”

He buzzed her in without comment.

She climbed the steps to the third floor. The place always looked like a dark and dusty hole to her, although she knew he would never countenance dirt or disorder. He had a bedroom that also served as a sitting room, a bathroom, and a Pullman kitchen in what amounted to a closet. His front door was open. She knocked, pushed it open the rest of the way and stood in the doorway. “Hello, Dad.”

“Hello.” He sat on the other side of the room in a stiff-backed chair in the dim light of the single shaded window. “What brings you all the way up here?”

“I’m on my way to work,” she said. “I wanna go to the hospital up on Eastchester Avenue to check on Tio Bobby. Tonight, after work.” She stopped, knowing the answer to her question before she asked it. “I thought you might wanna come with me, just to say good-bye. The nurses don’t think he’s going to last much longer.” Say it, she told herself, call him out, tell him about himself . . . But she didn’t, because that would upset the delicate balance between the two of them. She had never been quite sure how she felt about him. He had betrayed her once, turned on her exactly at the point when she’d needed him the most. It still hurt her, if she let it, but she tried not to dwell on the past. Tried not to wonder how he felt about it, or if he felt anything at all.

“Maybe next time.” He’d never talk about it, either. He never talked about anything real.

“All right. I gave you the chance.”

“Yes, you did.”

“Is there anything you need?” She knew the answer to that one, too. He had his job with the MTA, he had this cocoon of an apartment, and he had his buddies, the guys he played cards with at the social club a few blocks away. Those were the things he needed, and all he could cope with. He’s pruned back his life this far, she thought. He’s down to this.

“No, I’m fine, honey.”

“All right. I’m gonna go. Let me say good-bye, first.” She crossed the room, embraced him as he sat there. Time and cigarettes might have taken his wind, might have even slowed his reflexes some, but he was still the same hard man she remembered; she could feel it. He was still the wrong guy to mess with.

He accepted her embrace awkwardly, the way a man does when one of his friends has gotten suddenly and unexpectedly emotional. She held on for a few seconds, until he patted her on the back, letting her know.

Enough already.

“All right. Bye-bye, Dad.” She could barely see his face in the gloom.

“Bye, now. You take care.”

“I will.” She looked around once, then headed for the door.

“Alessandra,” he said, and she turned to look at him. “Thanks for coming,” he said. He meant it, too, she knew that. He was always happy to see her come, and just as happy to see her go.

Outside, a group of young men were gathered around an old green Camaro parked by the curb with its hood up. They got a little raucous when they spotted her, voicing their appreciation of her form in English and in Spanish, glancing at one another for reinforcement. One of them, larger than the rest, blocked her way. “Hey, mami,” he said. “Que pasa? You want a beer?”

She just stared at him. “You gonna move?” she said, adding silently, or should I move you? She didn’t have much to fear from this guy, or from all of them together. Her father had seen to that.

The guy stood aside, hands raised in mock surrender. “Hey,” he said. “Easy, baby. Just trying to be friendly . . .”

“Don’t waste your time.”

She walked past him, through the gate, and out onto the sidewalk. The guy’s friends hooted, berating him loudly for his lack of success, all but one. He’d been leaning over the car, his hands in its internals, but he stood up and looked at her. “Forget her,” he said to his friend. “That one looks good, but she’s cold, man. She got nothing for you.”

Yeah, well. That’s just the way it was.

She stopped on the corner of East Tremont, looking for the bus, wondering if she ought to spend her lunch money on a cab.





Four


“Jesus, Mickey, I don’t know where the hell she could be. I apologize.”

“The name is Daniel. That nickname is old news. I wish you’d forget it.”

“Yeah, sorry about that. Daniel.” Marty Stiles, obviously nervous, wiped his red face with his napkin. Caughlan watched him gulp at his beer.

“The goddam bitch is supposed to be in at noon,” Stiles said. “She works noon to eight. I’m telling ya, she didn’t type so goddam fast, I’da fired her ass a long time ago.” He swabbed his face again, then spotted someone just inside the bar entrance. “There she is! Goddam little—”

“Marty, shut up.”

Stiles clamped his mouth closed, glanced at Caughlan. “Call her over,” Caughlan told him. “I want you to introduce us, and then I want you to be quiet.”

Stiles nodded, then waved at the woman standing by the door. Caughlan watched her walk across the room, noticed the way her eyes took in the entire place as she threaded her way through the throng of half-loaded bar patrons. Stiles rose unsteadily as she approached. “Goddammit, Al, where the hell you been? Ain’t we talked about this? Of all the days you gotta show up late . . .”

Caughlan cleared his throat, and Stiles ate the rest of his tirade. “Daniel Caughlan,” he said, “this is Alessandra Martillo. Al, Mr. Caughlan.”

Caughlan stood, reached out, took her hand. “Very pleased to meet you,” he told her. “I’ve heard about you.”

She looked at him warily. Stiles sat back down, reached for his beer. “Al is the one—”

“Marty, I’m gonna ask you a favor.”

“Anything, Mickey, you name it.”

Caughlan grimaced at the sound of his old nickname. “I want to talk to Miss Martillo in private for a little while. I’m sure you have other things to do anyway, so why don’t you go back to your office? I’ll hook up with you later.”

“Whatever you say, Mick,” Stiles said, his face reddening. He glared once at Alessandra before draining his beer. He stood up. “Catch ya later.”

“Yeah, okay.” Caughlan watched Stiles walk away.

“He’s gonna make me pay for this,” Martillo told him. Caughlan turned and looked at her. She was staring at Stiles’s departing back. Caughlan, a man who believed in doing his homework, had made inquiries about her. Rican, pale brown skin, black hair, good muscle tone, nails like talons. Got a temper, he’d been told. Mouthy. Smart, but if you piss her off, she’ll swing first and think later. Stubborn. Doesn’t scare. And she can take a punch. Jesus, what a piece! Another time, he’d have been interested. Very interested.

“You got nothing to worry about from Marty,” he told her. “Please, Miss Martillo, have a seat.”

“I need this job,” she told him. She sat down.

“I know.”

She sat with that for a minute. “So what else do you know?”

“I know you have trouble making your rent. I know you’re better than this nickel-and-dime gig you got with Marty Stiles. I know that Marty goes out of his way to make sure nobody knows about you. And I know you’re the one who dropped a dime on Gerald Baker.”

A ghost of a smile played at her lips. “How’d you hear about that?”

“Stiles was bragging it up.”

“I didn’t do it for Stiles.”

“Tell me about it,” he said.

She watched him for a minute. “Gerald Baker pulled a home invasion on a couple who lived in my building,” she said. “Seems he didn’t terrorize them enough, and the husband went to the cops. Baker got bail—figure that one out—and as soon as he hit the street, he paid my neighbors another visit. Slit the man’s throat. The wife asked if I would look into it. Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“No offense, Mr. Caughlan, but you look to me like a guy who knows how to get what he wants. Marty filled me in on the nature of your problem. I don’t know what it is you want me to do that Marty can’t handle. You need someone’s neck broken, you don’t need me to do it for you.”

“No, Miss Martillo. I could probably manage that on my own.”

“Al,” she said.

“All right, Al. Look, I was told that the cops and the skip tracers were looking for Baker for six months and they couldn’t find shit. Then he shows up at the emergency room at King’s County with a broken collarbone and a separated shoulder. The cops get an anonymous tip and they go pick his ass up. Baker is six four, about two and a half, he’s got nothing to say about how he got injured, but the word I got was that some Puerto Rican female looks a lot like you tracked him down, dragged him out of his hole in Brooklyn, kicked his ass, and then dropped him off in the ER. I get all that straight?”

“Close enough,” she said.

“So you’re right, there’s plenty of tough guys around. Not too many smart ones.”

“I’m still not sure . . .”

He looked around, eyeing the crowd with distaste. “Let’s take a walk.”

She walked next to him down West Houston, headed for the river. Caughlan was not a tall man, but thick, heavy for his size, had the Irish boxer look: deformed nose, scar tissue around his eyes, big hands, solid chin. She knew that most men, if you hit them hard enough in the soft parts, laid down on the ground and cried, but there were some that got up grinning and came after you. She made Caughlan for one of those. You couldn’t really hurt this guy, she thought. You’d have to kill him.

This one’s like your father, she thought. Watch yourself.

He wasn’t ready to talk about his problem yet. “What is it you do for Stiles?”

“The usual,” she said. “Type up reports and invoices. Same line of crap, over and over again. ‘The bartender wrote my order on a tab and ran it through the cash register. The waiter was prompt and courteous. The food was tasty and well-prepared.’ On occasion I get to follow people around. Take pictures.”

Usually people laughed when she told them that, but he did not. “How come you ain’t with the cops?”

“I tried that. Didn’t make it through the academy.”

“What happened?”

“I have problems with authority, Mr. Caughlan. When people push me, I push back.”

He nodded. They stopped at the corner of West Houston and Greenwich. “Stiles gets a buck seventy-five an hour for your time,” he said. “What’s he pay you?”

“Nothing close to that.”

“Tell me what you think of Marty Stiles.”

She made an effort to hide her distaste for the man. Stiles might be using her like a paper towel but he knew his shit. If you wanted to know how badly your bartenders were ripping you off, Marty could give you names and numbers. If you suspected your wife of infidelity, Marty could get you pictures to prove it. If you were tired of paying off a disability claim, Marty would get you a video of the claimant in the act of having too much fun. If someone was trying to shake your business down for protection money, Marty could find out whether your new friend should be paid off or frightened off, and provide you with a consultant to handle either contingency. If you were a bondsman and one of your customers jumped bail, if you needed to know where your ex-hubby hid his assets, if you wanted your warehouse torched so you could collect, if someone had something of yours and you wanted it back, Marty Stiles was your guy. “Marty’s good at what he does,” she said.

Caughlan nodded. “I’ll give you that,” he said. “But the man has his limitations. I’m not after finding somebody lifting ten-dollar bills out of my till. Someone is using me, and I think they’ve turned somebody close to me. Do you know what I’m saying? Someone that works for me, maybe even someone in my house. Ever since I got wind of this, I’ve wanted to kill them all.”

“I see. How would you like to work this?”

“I’m having a party tomorrow,” he told her. “Two hundred of my closest friends, at my house in Jersey. I want you there.” He took a fat envelope out of his pocket. “Only a fool hires a surgeon and then stands over his shoulder telling him how to do his job,” he said. “I’m giving you access to my business, my house, my life.” He handed her the envelope. “I’m not expecting you to do this for the lousy crumbs that Stiles throws you,” he said. “There’s ten grand in there. You can use that for expenses, or you can put it in your pocket. I don’t give a damn, I just want you to have whatever you need. When you need more, you let me know. All I care about is you find the son of a bitch that’s got his dick up my arse, and you give me his name. You come out tomorrow, have a look around, how you take it from there is your business.”

“Is this blood money you’re giving me?”

“Look at it this way: you don’t find out who it is, I’ll start burying the candidates until I think I’ve got the son of a bitch, I swear to fucking Christ.”

She was slightly ashamed of herself for being glad she’d missed Anthony. He and Tio Bobby had been together as long as she could remember, but she and Anthony had never really connected. There had always been a distance between them, a certain coldness, a mutual disapproval, something . . . She could never quite put her finger on it. But in the mad and riotous soap opera that was her family’s life, Anthony and Tio Bobby together formed the one solid and reliable constant. And when Tio Bobby is gone, she thought, that will be gone, too. All the survivors, you included, will have no more connection to one another than a bunch of stray cats who happened, once upon a time, to inhabit the same alley.

You should go home now, Alessandra told herself. It had already been a long day. She didn’t even want to think about the long train ride in front of her, from the hospital on Eastchester Avenue in the Bronx all the way back to her sanctuary on the top floor of a crumbling brownstone on Pineapple Street in Brooklyn. God, she thought, you’ll probably sit on that platform for an hour, just waiting for the train back to Manhattan, then you gotta change to the A to get back to Brooklyn. Outside Tio Bobby’s window, automotive headlights and brightly lit apartment windows speckled the Bronx night. You see? she thought. It’s not empty. Everywhere you see light, there’s life. Someone cooking dinner, someone watching television, someone waiting for someone else to come home.

She turned away from the window, looked across the room at the bed where Tio Bobby lay motionless under the sheet. His blood count is up, the nurses had been eager to tell her, his renal functions are almost back to normal . . . They had gone on and on, but she had been too tired to follow what they were saying. Is he getting better, she had asked them. Is he going to wake up? Ah, well, we don’t know that, they’d told her, caution heavy in their voices. No one knows that. But these are encouraging signs! They give us reason to hope . . .

You’ve buried him, too, she told herself. You don’t believe he can really get better.

She wondered if he knew she was there. One of the nurses claimed that he did, that, on some level, he was conscious of everything that happened, that it was only a question of how much of that memory he could access once he made his way back to the living. Maybe so, she thought. But all you’ve done for the past two hours is sit here and stare out the window. Go, go give him something. Give him a memory. She got up, carried her chair over next to the bed. She groped for his hand under the bed linens, held it in both of hers, marveled that his skin was still so rough after all the time in the hospital.

“Hey, Bobby.”

She could think of nothing else to say. Are you this vacant, she asked herself. What would you say to him if he were awake? “Victor says hello,” she said, and then laughed ruefully. “But you know that’s a lie, don’t you. I stopped in to see him today. He lives in a room, Bobby. One room on White Plains Road. Not counting the bathroom. When he has nothing to do, I think he sits there in a chair in the dark without moving. They say reptiles are like that. You could have one for a pet for half your life, but it will never feel a thing for you.” She felt guilty for putting that thought into words, but there was nobody around to reproach her for it.

“You knew him, Bobby, didn’t you? Before he married my mother, you knew him. Was he always like this?”

Bobby didn’t answer. She watched the slow rise and fall of his chest. Two men in the world you care about, she thought, and they couldn’t be more different. Her father had joined the service, Bobby had joined a motorcycle gang. Bobby found out that he really didn’t enjoy fighting all that much, and her father had become extremely adept at the art and science of controlling human beings through the judicious application of pain. Her father found that he didn’t have the emotional vocabulary to deal with those who loved him. Bobby fell in love with Anthony. Her father, ten years retired from the military and three years out of the state pen, still wore his hair high and tight, kept his back straight and his shoes shined. Bobby still had the gang tattoo on the side of his neck, a green dagger right behind and below one ear. Why don’t you have it taken off, she’d asked him once. It’s good for me to see it, he’d told her. Reminds me how stupid I can be.

The room door, slightly ajar, swung halfway open. Someone stuck their head inside, saw her there, nodded once, and withdrew. They weren’t too bad in this place. It was staffed by working-class people who knew firsthand how hard it could be to keep up with everything life threw at you. They wouldn’t care how late she stayed.

She remembered like it was yesterday, Bobby kicking open the front door of the empty tenement building where she’d been sleeping. Nobody in the place even thought about standing up to him. You won’t have to go back to school, that’s what he’d told her. You can come stay with me and Anthony. I’ll teach you how to fix motorcycles, and Anthony will teach you how to cook. She found herself wishing that she had learned either one of those two skills.

The day he’d come for her was about two and a half years after the day she’d found her mother on the kitchen floor. She’d spent the worst year and a half of her life living in her Aunt Magdalena’s place, and then for another year she’d haunted the streets of Brownsville, working the Dumpsters, breaking into apartments when nobody was home, into shuttered businesses at night, looking for something she could turn into a few bucks, or for something to eat, or a warm place to spend a few hours. She’d been nothing memorable, not in that neighborhood, just another lost kid. Bobby had been long gone from gang life by then, but he’d had connections. Still, it had taken him months to find her. She remembered what he had looked like: shaved head, whiskered face, long thin braid hanging off his chin, tattoos, leather, black gloves with the fingers cut off, boots, thick silver jewelry, a bike that was loud enough to wake the dead. Not quite as heavy as he’d gotten, these last few years, but otherwise unchanged.

It’ll be way better than this, he’d told her. And if you don’t like it, you can leave. I promise. It was precisely because he looked so wild that she had believed him. Not long after that, he’d taken her to see the shrink. She hadn’t wanted to go, but he had persuaded her. He’s a nice man, he’d told her. I don’t care, she’d said. He can’t help me.

He’ll help me, Bobby told her. So do it for me. Okay?

She was already falling under Bobby’s spell.

Okay, she said.

Always an incurable snoop, she’d found the doctor’s report a month or so later. Personality disorder, the report said. Attachment disorder. Borderline sociopathic tendencies. Short-tempered, hostile, reflexively violent.

Sugar and spice.

What the hell did they expect from her? But she hadn’t tried to find out what an attachment disorder was, or any of the rest of it. She’d been too afraid, then
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