


Praise For Richard O’Connor’s Memoir Taking A Shot

“A moving coming of-age-memoir about a kid who made a tough decision, took risks, faced challenges, and wound up scoring big points in life.” 

—Hubie Brown, NBA Hall of Fame Coach

“O’Connor’s story is universal. It’s poignant, funny and heartfelt. About a man baring his most vulnerable self by capturing the essence of growing up a superstar athlete in Jersey the way Springsteen captured a poet running on the road of Life. If you don’t read this book, you are really missing out. So…take a shot.”

—Bradley Siegal, former President of TNT, TBS, TCM, and Cartoon Network/Current CEO Brand New World Studios.

“This wonderful book inspired O’Connor to return to full-time writing. It should gain him a legion of new readers who have never known him as the award-winning sportswriter, Richie O’Connor of years ago. He might even recapture his older fans who lost track of him. A heart-rending and poignant read.”

—Pat Jordan, author of A False Spring.

“O’Connor’s beautifully written book is about paths taken and not taken. From dreaming of being on the cover of Sports Illustrated to seeing his byline in the same magazine, he shares life lessons in perfect prose.”

—Ben Guest, author of Zen and the Art of Coaching Basketball

“A fast-paced look at a journey from basketball wiz to celebrated writer. At times exuberantly funny and at other times poignantly reflective. O’Connor’s story scores on multiple levels, from unveiling the stakes at play with collegiate sports to the joys that come with nailing the perfect paragraph.”

—Charles Butler, Co-author of The Long Run: A New York City’s Firefighter’s Triumphant Comeback from Crash Victim to Elite Athlete

“Richard O’Connor’s sports story is different, one I’ve never seen and I’m a former sports scribe. An elite athlete takes a hard look at his sport and all it entails—and walks away. “Willingly,” he writes. “Without shame.” Sports fans and memoir readers will be captivated by this original story.”

—John Capouya, author of Gorgeous George: The Outrageous Bad-boy Wrestler Who Created American Pop Culture.

“A young man gives up a chance at stardom in a game he seemed born to play. But instead of “What-if”  O’Connor asks “What’s next?” Again and again in a life that takes him from elite-level basketball, to writing, to publishing, to business, to fatherhood. It’s a template for many who might get stuck at similar crossroads.”

-John Hanc, author of  The Coolest Race on Earth: Mud, Madmen, Glaciers and Grannies at the Antarctica.







Praise for Glenn Stout’s Books

“Great storytelling . . . Stout’s moving book [Young Woman and the Sea] recovers the exhilarating story of a young girl who found her true self out in the water and paved the way for women in sports today.”

 —Publishers Weekly

“A deft social history of the 1920s--the days of flappers and bootleggers, hot jazz and hot stocks, bloodthirsty thugs and corrupt cops and pols all careening toward the Great Crash . . . Tiger Girl and the Candy Kid is a hell of a yarn—worthy of an HBO hoodlum epic like Boardwalk Empire.”

—Ed Kosner, The Wall Street Journal

Tiger Girl and the Candy Kid is a “Rip-roaring account of the Jazz Age’s most-feared gangster couple… Stout’s fast-paced prose has a Mickey Spillane-like cadence to it that fits his subject matter perfectly… A compulsively readable criminal biography as well as a vivid cultural snapshot of early Prohibition-era America.”

 —Kirkus Reviews

“Glenn Stout has done the impossible: With Fenway 1912 he has put an end to the seemingly bottomless genre that is Fenway Park books. We now need no more. We get not pomp and circumstance, but the bones and blueprint of a legendary ballpark—topped with a star-filled World Series that still endures. He doesn’t pretend history is straw hats and cigars, but gives you real people, real baseball and (the best part) real Boston, the way any real writer should.” 

—Howard Bryant, ESPN

“Fenway 1912 reads like a novel, detailing the trials and tribulations of the quaint ballpark and the team itself … Stout has made a great story out of history.”

—Baseball America

“It’s hard to have faith, until you read Nine Months at Ground Zero. Are there any heroes left? The answer is a resounding yes in this beautiful and poignant and important book. God bless these men so willing to make the impossible possible.” 

—Buzz Bissinger, author of Three Nights in August

“This inspiring story [Nine Months at Ground Zero] brings us all to a concrete-and-steel intimacy with a structure, its place, and its people. To know Charlie Vitchers and Bobby Gray is to know New York down to its bones.” 

—Richard Ben Cramer, author of What It Takes: The Way to the White House
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CHAPTER

ONE

I was sitting in my office spinning a basketball on my right index finger when the door opened, and the sorriest looking man I’d seen in years walked in. 

“You Elgin O’Brien?” he said in a whisper. 

“The one and only,” I said, putting down the basketball.

The man took a deep, dejected breath. His eyes were vacant, his skin marshmallow white. A walking cadaver.

“I’m Pat Malone,” he said, after licking his cracked lips.

Sitting behind a mahogany desk, I reached over and lowered the volume on my CD player. I’d been listening to Chet Baker. Love his voice. So haunting. I pointed to a brown leather wing chair. 

“Please,” I said, “have a seat.” 

Malone, short and potbellied, perched on the edge of the chair and rubbed his hands over and over, as if trying to wash something off. He wore a navy blue sport coat, a wrinkled white shirt, and light gray pants. 

“Interesting,” he said, his knees jackhammering.

“What’s interesting?”

“Your first name.”

I smiled. “My father named me after the old Los Angeles Laker star Elgin Baylor.”

“Guess your father was a basketball player.”

“Jazz musician,” I said. “Couldn’t throw a ball through a hula hoop. But he was a huge fan.”

“Yet you were a great player,” he said, referring to my years playing at Duke and for the Dallas Mavericks. “Where then did you get your athletic genes?”

“My father’s father, I guess. He played for the Rochester Royals, back when the NBA had only ten teams.”

Malone licked his lips again and glanced out the window of my Hoboken brownstone. Fortyish, he had a wedge-shaped face, bulbous nose, and jowls like a bulldog.

I said, “Would you care for some water?”

“I’d . . . I’d love some,” he said, still rubbing his hands together. They were as bloodless as his face.

I stood, went to the refrigerator, and grabbed a small, plastic bottle of Fiji Water. I handed it to him. He immediately twisted off the cap, took a big gulp, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

“Thank you,” he said.

“You’re welcome.” Service with a smile.

Malone studied me. I hoped he didn’t think I was too laid back. It was early and I was wearing running gear: Vuori shorts, Buck Mason tee, and Hoka sneakers. Nice stuff. Stylish. Not too pretentious, but also not usual PI wear.

I then saw him spy the gun inside the shoulder holster hanging off the coat rack. In it was a Smith & Wesson .38. A nifty little piece, effective at close range. Malone grinned slightly. I assumed the weapon gave me some street cred. 

“If you don’t mind my asking,” he said, “How does an ex-NBA star become a private investigator?”

“By studying the Dudley Do-Right manual.”

Malone didn’t smile. So much for my sense of humor.

He said, “I guess what I meant is, why’d you choose this profession?”

“The explanation is complicated,” I said, thinking how talking about it was too painful, too deeply rooted in the soil of my memory. 

“I understand,” Malone said.

The room got quiet. The silence was long and uncomfortable. I needed to break it.

“So?” I said, “what can I do for you?” Brilliant opening lines are not my strong point.

“You’ve been highly recommended.”

“By?”

“Sergeant O’Meara.”

“How you know Bill?”

“He coached my son.”

“What level?”

“Biddy Basketball.”

“Was he a good coach?”

“Very good coach.”

“He was a good player, too,” I said. Bill and I had been high school teammates, he the rebounder and me the shooter. Occasionally, I’d let him take a shot. Very occasionally. He’s the closest thing I have to a best friend. 

“O’Meara says you’re very independent,” Malone said, “and that’s gotten you into trouble.”

“On many occasions.”

Malone squeezed the water bottle. It crackled. He said, “I’d like to hire you.”

“To do what?”

“Investigate a murder,” he said. “You may have heard about the college basketball player who was shot in midtown Manhattan a few months ago?”

“The kid from St. Stephen’s?”

Malone sucked air through nostrils so wide they could have vacuumed dust from the floor.

“That . . . that kid was my son,” he said, crunching his eyes.

I turned the music off.

“Sorry to hear that,” I said.

“His . . . his name was Teddy,” he said, his voice breaking.

“If I recall correctly,” I said, “the shooting occurred after the season.”

“A week after the team lost in the quarterfinals of the NCAA tournament.”

“What year was Teddy?”

“A sophomore.”

I nodded. 

“He was a good player,” Malone said.

“A pro prospect?” 

“Yes. He was quick and strong and could shoot from three-point range.”

“Refresh my memory.”

“About?”

“The shooting.”

“Teddy . . . Teddy was . . . was shot coming out of a nightclub.” 

“What club?”

“Infernos.”

“The strip joint in Manhattan?”

Malone swallowed hard to lubricate his vocal cords. His Adam’s apple bobbed.

“Yes,” he said.

“Been there once or twice myself. Back in the day.” 

“He and two teammates were leaving the club around 2 a.m. when Teddy . . .” He struggled to finish the sentence.

“Just Teddy got shot?”

“Yes. Four times.”

I scratched my stubbled chin. It made a raspy sound.

“I assume the police have investigated,” I said.

“They have.”

“And?”

He shook wildly, as if tasered.

“One detective thinks it was a random shooting,” he said, angrily.

“What do you think?”

His face inflated. He crushed the water bottle.

“I think it’s BULLSHIT!” he said.

“Why?”

“Because Teddy was the only one shot.”

“You saying he was targeted?”

“I am.”

“What does O’Meara say?”

“He agrees . . . off the record.”

“But?” 

“Says there’s no proof.”

“How about suspects?”

“None.”

“Are the cops still investigating?”

“Supposedly.”

“You sound skeptical.”

“Very.”

“You have any theories?” 

“About?”

“Who might have targeted Teddy.”

“No. Teddy is . . . was a good kid. An honor student. Could’ve been an academic All-American.”

I hesitated to ask the next question, but I knew I had to. 

“Teddy have any issues?” 

“Issues?” His forehead wrinkled. “What kind of issues?”

“Drugs? Alcohol? Gambling? Girls?”

“No, No. No. Nothing of the sort.”

His answer was so quick and so certain I sensed there might be something else going on that he wasn’t willing to talk about. 

I said, “You sure?”

“I’m positive,” he said, his voice sounding constricted, as if an invisible cord was being pulled tight around his throat. “Absolutely positive.” 

For a moment neither of us spoke. The silence creaked.

I took the moment to center a small plastic cube on my desk. Inside it was a picture of my parents, my White mother and Black father. Growing up Black and Irish I always figured I had the best and worst of both worlds. 

“Tell me,” I said, after some seconds, “how was Teddy prior to the shooting?”

Malone squirmed in his seat. “What do you mean?”

“Was he scared? Moody? Upset? Depressed?”

He stared at the back of his right hand, as if the veins were lines of information that could be read. “He a . . . he . . . he had been . . .” 

“Had been what?” I said, making scooping gestures with my hands, as if trying to draw his words out.

“Distracted.”

“Over?”

 “I don’t know,” he said, shaking his head so aggressively his cheeks wobbled. “He wouldn’t say.”

“Wouldn’t or couldn’t?”

Malone didn’t respond. He stood and glanced out a large picture window, his nose almost touching the glass. He stared across the Hudson River at the tall towers and gothic spires of Manhattan. As glorious as the view was, it always made me melancholy seeing One World Trade Center and thinking of 9/11. One of the saddest days in American history. Lotta haunting memories. 

After a minute, Malone turned around and returned to his seat.

He said, “Will you take the case?” 

“I will.”

“What’s your fee?”

I told him. As a friend of O’Meara, I even gave him a bit of a break.

“Seems reasonable,” he said.

“It’s enough to keep my wine cellar full.”

He cracked a grin. Grudgingly. 

“I want this shooter found and terminated,” he said, his voice hitting high octaves.

“I’ll find the shooter,” I said, “but I’m not an executioner. I don’t deal in revenge.”

“What do you deal in?”

“Justice. For everyone. Rich or poor. Black or White. I don’t discriminate.”

He nodded, pulled out his wallet, and scribbled a check. 

Handing it to me, he said, “When can you start?” 

“I already have.”

“Perfect.”

Malone put his hands on his knees, pushed himself to his feet, rising slower than a rusty car jack. 

He extended his hand. We shook. His fingers were moist.

I walked him to the front door.

“Thank you for taking the case,” he said.

“Thank you for hiring me,” I said, wondering how thankful he’d be later if I uncovered something that would rock his world even more. It happens.

Malone left. I went to the window and watched him plod to his Honda SUV like a man who had lost his best friend. I picked up the basketball and once again started spinning it on my finger.

The ball spun off and bounced away.







CHAPTER

TWO

My office was on the first floor of a three-story brownstone reminiscent of the childhood crib I grew up in near Harlem’s Mount Morris Park. It had, in addition to the desk and wing chair, a high ceiling, track lighting, and Persian rugs. Against one wall was a floor-to-ceiling bookcase packed with hundreds of hardcover books. My girlfriend, Monique, calls my books my vice. She says I read more than a literary agent. 

On the wall opposite the bookcase were framed posters of jazz greats: Miles Davis blowing his trumpet, John Coltrane blaring his saxophone, and Thelonious Monk playing the piano—awesomely talented dudes whose music soothes the soul and nourishes the heart. 

Music, you could say, is in my blood. My father, from New Orleans, played the sax. My mother, second generation Bronx Irish, was a pop singer. Her favorite expression was “a life without song is like a walk in the dark.” She played records so often neighbors thought we had musical wallpaper.

It was Monique who decorated the house. She invested a lot of time renovating the second floor living room. She had hardwood floors installed. She purchased a big-screen television, sectional sofas, tall lamps, and potted plants. She even commissioned a seventy-year-old Italian mason to restore the old stone fireplace. The guy was expensive. It took him two months to complete the job. But, man, it was worth it. Nothing beats sitting before a fire on a cold winter’s night, sipping a cocktail and eyeballing the twinkling lights of Manhattan.

After Malone left, I grabbed my phone and earbuds. I was ready to run. Running was my favorite form of exercise. I didn’t lift weights or pedal bikes. Too damn boring. I just ran, long and hard, because guys like me, baby, we were born to run. Or, at my age now, at least jog.

Despite it being the last week in May, the weather outside was uncharacteristically hot, the kind of scorching, oppressive heat that strains air conditioners and turns cars into ovens. Climate change.

For a moment, I thought about bagging the run and heading back inside but decided against it. I wanted time to clear my head and think about the Malone case.

Listening to Charlie Parker, I ran up a hill to Castle Point Terrace and then on to the campus of Stevens Institute of Technology. A small private research university, Stevens had a lovely campus that overlooked Manhattan. The student body consisted of brainiac kids who majored in mathematical engineering and quantitative economics. Stuff way over my head. Compared with them, I can barely add and subtract. 

School was still in session. Students streamed in and out of the library. Most were dressed in a colorful confusion of T-shirts, jeans, shorts, sneakers, flips-flops, and sandals. Almost all carried backpacks. Many wore eyeglasses. A hand-holding couple—lanky kid with chopped hair, a heavy-set girl with long braids—stopped outside a Gothic-stone building and engaged in a smoochy détente. I wondered if they learned how to canoodle like that in their bioengineering class.

If you ask me, nothing beats college. I mean, where else in life can you sleep late, party hearty, get laid, and, if you’re lucky, get educated? Getting shot, though, coming out of a strip club like Teddy Malone, isn’t on the syllabus.

That Teddy was the only person shot that night kept rolling around in my head—as was the thought that his father wasn’t being completely truthful. That bothered me. A lot. I was pretty sure he was hiding . . . something. 

I ran down Castle Point past Frank Sinatra’s childhood home, and later the hall where Frankie’s mother, Dolly, nicknamed “Hatpin Dolly,” ran an illegal abortion service. She operated a speakeasy and bought booze from the Mob. The church was so appalled at her activities they banned Ol’ Blue Eyes from singing in the choir.

Turning a corner, I ran along the dock, the same one where Marlon Brando in On the Waterfront played a longshoreman who exposed corruption among local Mob bosses. Can’t watch that movie enough. It’s a masterpiece. 

Increasing my pace, I thought more about Teddy Malone. Experience told me nobody gets shot coming out of a strip club at 2 a.m. for no reason. And that reason usually has something has to do with drugs, women, alcohol, or gambling. Sometimes a combination of all four.

I returned to my apartment, sweating profusely. If I cut down on wine and cheese I could be in better shape. But who wants to give up two of life’s greatest pleasures? 

I took some oranges from a bowl on the kitchen counter, carefully sliced and squeezed them until I had enough juice to fill a good-sized glass. Drinking orange juice from a container just doesn’t cut it. It must be fresh. Tasteful. Done right. Precision matters.

I downed the OJ and put the glass in the dishwasher. I then went upstairs and took a long, cold shower. Feeling refreshed, I shaved, deodorized, and put on Paige jeans, a white Rhone tee, Cole Haan loafers and a linen Zegna blue blazer. Snazzy threads. But not pretentious. 

Despite the heat, I needed the blazer to conceal my shoulder holster. The holster was brown. I often thought about getting a new one. Something in blue. To match my blazer. If nothing else, I’d be even more stylish. More GQ.

I took a minute to check myself in the foyer mirror. I had on my game face. Looked armed and ready for action. I smiled. Winked. Couldn’t imagine being anyone but me. Although George Clooney wouldn’t be a bad alternative.

I had one quick thing to do before I left the house. Call Monique.

“What’s the story, morning glory?” I said.

“Nice and dandy, like cotton candy,” she said, her voice softer than morning mist.

“Wha’cha doing?”

“Just finished running through Central Park. About to make a protein shake. ”

I pictured her in the kitchen wearing Lululemon shorts and a white tank top, her blond hair in a ponytail, her slender fingers on the blender.

Many people think Monique resembles the actress Charlize Theron. Putting aside my bias, Theron couldn’t shine Monique’s Nikes.

“Got to cancel lunch,” I said.

“Got a hot date?”

“Got a case.”

“Tell me about it.”

I told her what I knew. Which wasn’t much.

“Are we still on for dinner?” she said.

“Would Romeo cancel Juliet?”

“Only if the Montagues demanded it. 

“Even then, he wouldn’t. See you later alligator.”

“After a while, crocodile.” 

I left the apartment and walked to my car, a 1989 royal blue Ford Mustang convertible. I just love that car, despite the astronomical repair bills. But who cares? If you love something, or someone, shouldn’t you always remain faithful?

A few years ago, I had a top-of-the-line CD player and Bose speakers installed. I’m sort of old school and prefer listening to a CD instead of streaming something from my phone. Monique jokes that I’d put in a turntable if I could, and she’s right. I still have all my father’s LPs.

I ducked into the car. It was hot. The stuffy air felt like a congested lung. 

Checking in with Bill O’Meara was job one. I wanted his take on the murder. O’Meara was a good cop, dedicated and professional. He knew police work inside and out. He paid attention to detail. He followed the rules. There was talk that someday he might make top brass. 

Despite our close friendship, Bill and I often disagree, sometimes angrily and sometimes loudly, over policing practices. I feel that there’s too much racism, brutality, and dishonesty. Bill feels I exaggerate, although he does admit there is a fair percentage of bad cops. 

In the end, after we both calm down, we agree that being a cop is a tough job and that law enforcement, like most big institutions, has its flaws. What’s needed, we would agree, is more training, monitoring, and screening of cops. Anything that can help them to avoid unnecessarily leaving more blood from darkening the concrete. 

I put the key in the ignition and turned it. The engine farted. The AC rattled. I slid a Sonny Rollins disc into the player and cruised along Hoboken’s Washington Avenue, a sizzling stretch of streets that includes Italian restaurants, Irish pubs, Chinese delis, Thai bistros, Spanish bodegas, and Greek diners. It’s this culinary diversity that gives the town its heartbeat and thumbprint, its energy and vibrancy, which is why it’s so popular now with twenty-somethings who find the rents reasonable and the bars affordable.

I drove through the Lincoln Tunnel and thirty minutes later arrived in Manhattan. Traffic was at a standstill. Too many cars and cabs. Too many double-parked UPS trucks, FedEx trucks, Amazon trucks, Con Ed trucks, garbage trucks. Getting from one block to another was worse than waiting in line for a lousy cup of coffee at Starbucks. 

I turned onto Eighth Avenue, Hell’s Kitchen. Dozens of bars and restaurants. A crush of people: men in shirtsleeves, women in bright blouses, dog walkers, delivery boys, skateboarders, runners, kids eating ice cream, lovers holding hands. All of them moving quickly, all bumping into one another, all dodging around one another, some waving their arms furiously to signal a cab. 

I parked in a garage under the Henry Hudson Parkway and walked a few blocks to the Midtown Police Precinct. The air was thick and heavy. A scythe of steam that cut though my lungs. Barely breathable. Hell on earth.

As I crossed Seventh Avenue, the noise of the city assaulted me. Police sirens, buses braking. Jackhammers drilling. Ambulances blaring. Manhattan is, if nothing else, a place of constant irritation, daily inconveniences, periodic rudeness, corrosive conditions, and ever-present danger. It’s clearly not a place for the weak of heart. It’s more a place for those who have steel in their soul.

Yet despite its many faults, I could never live far away from New York. For me, the city is magical. It’s Oz. It’s Xanadu. What F. Scott Fitzgerald once described as “wrapped in its mystery and promise.” 

The precinct was a four-story, white brick building that had big windows covered with metal grills. Green lanterns flanked a thick bronze circular door. Above the door were a host of American flags. God bless America.

I entered a large tiled room, square, hot, and stuffy. The ceiling was tin, the lights fluorescent. The floor was covered with industrial carpeting and dotted with coffee stains. Uniformed cops—men and women, fat and thin, tall and short—were sitting behind chrome desks, either tapping keyboards or talking on the phone. Low voices, hands gestures. They had shaved faces, bearded faces, scarred faces, pretty faces. The place smelled like ammonia.

I approached the desk sergeant, a middle-aged woman with dirty blond hair and eyes the color of broccoli. We went back a long way. 

“Well, well, well,” she said in a husky voice. “If it isn’t the famous shamus.”

“Don’t think people use that term anymore.”

“What term?”

“Shamus.”

“I do,” she said. “It’s the romantic in me.”

“You’re romantic, huh?”

“Wanna find out?”

“I thought you had a boyfriend.”

“C’mon. You know me. I never put all my eggs in one bastard.”

“I take it you’re dating a lot?”

“Variety is the spice of life.”

“So many spices,” I said, “so little thyme.”

“Clever.”

“I thought so.”

“At least I get to use my handcuffs.”

“Guess your dates like to be restrained.”

“Let’s put it this way. I boldly take them where no man has gone before.”

“Beam me up, Scotty,” I said. “Is O’Meara around?”

She pointed skyward.

“He’s upstairs.”

“Sleeping?”

“No, he’s actually awake,” she said, kiddingly. “In the interview room.”

“Interviewing someone?”

“No,” she said. “Eating breakfast.”

“At least he’s doing something productive.”

“For a change,” she chuckled.

“Thanks,” I said, blowing her a kiss.

She pretended to catch it, then put a hand over her chest.

“Be still my heart,” she said, fluttering her eyelashes.

As I was walking up the stairs, a detective named Chaney stopped and greeted me. He and I had crossed paths a few times. He had all the investigative skills of a roast turkey. 

A chubby man with a blubbery face, Chaney had piggish eyes, a bad comb-over, and a nose like a pitted potato. He wore a wrinkled flowered Hawaiian shirt that hung over baggy black jeans. I could see the outline of his gun under the shirt.

“Thinking of joining the force, Elg?” he said, his voice a monotone mutter.

“Just stopped by to give you guys some tips on how to do real detective work.”

He puffed air like a blowfish. “Don’t steal my laptop.”

“Surprised you know how to use one.”

Chaney gave me the finger and walked away, one hand in his pocket jiggling coins. It sounded like a tambourine.

Taking two steps at a time, I hustled up to the interview room. It was small. No windows. No AC. The flooring was cracked vinyl, the chairs plastic, the Formica table rectangular. A video camera was mounted high in one corner. 

Sitting at the table and sweating slightly was O’Meara. He was wearing a crisp white button-down shirt, looking at a laptop, and eating an egg sandwich.

A big man, six feet four and muscular, Bill had forearms thick and taut as power cables. His neck was rounder than a water bucket. I first knew him on the court as a lanky banger under the boards, but now he more resembled an ex-heavyweight fighter: Flat nose and thick scars. Hands so large they could still palm a basketball. If not a moose.

Once upon a time those hands came in handy when we played together in Harlem’s famed Rucker Park. Back then Bill had hops. He did the dirty work down low, soaring high above the rim to grab rebounds, then throwing me outlet passes as I sprinted down court. I’d catch the ball, make a reverse dribble and go in for an open layup. We made a good team. 

Bill chin-tilted to a chair and said, “Park your keester.”

I sat and crossed my legs.

“Little toasty outside, huh?” he said. He had a thick Noo Yawk accent.

“Heat’s murder.”

“Makes people crazy. Just last night two Franciscan sisters got into a fist fight.”

“Sounds like nunsense.”

“Funny, Elg, very fucking funny.”

O’Meara picked up a mug of coffee and took a sip. The mug had a logo of the perpetually woeful New York Jets. Some fans are just too loyal.

“I had a feeling I’d be seeing you,” he said.

“Probably hoping, too . . . seeing how I’m your idol.”

 “My idol, my ass. When you come around my hemorrhoids flare.”

“Glad something lights your fire.”

O’Meara finished the last bite of his sandwich, then held up an egg-roll size finger and pointed to an old coffee maker. For such a big man his gestures were oddly precise, even fastidious.

“Want some?” he said.

I shook my head. “Nah.”

“Smart. Stuff tastes like STP.”

“What can you tell me about the Teddy Malone shooting?” I said.

O’Meara finished his sandwich, then grabbed the crumbled yellow McDonald’s wrapping paper and began leveling it out a few times until it began to look ironed. 

“I take it Pat came to see you,” he said.

“He did.”

“I’ve known Pat for years.”

“He a straight shooter?” 

O’Meara cocked his head. Even though there was a large fan turning overhead and one window open, it was so warm it seemed as if the walls were dripping sweat. 

“Why you ask?” he said.

“Something about his manner.”

“His manner?”

“I got the sense he wasn’t totally forthcoming.”

“You’re getting skeptical.”

“I’m skeptical of everything. What’s his story?”

“He’s a mailman, married, and has . . . had one kid. Teddy.”

“Good father?”

“I think so. Pretty demanding.”

“In what way?”

“He pushed Teddy hard.”

“In school?”

“No. In basketball.”

“I assume since you were Teddy’s Biddy Basketball coach you knew him well.”

“I did. Great kid. Worked extremely hard. An overachiever.”

I uncrossed my legs, leaned forward and said, “Tell me about the shooting.”

O’Meara rubbed his chin. He had a dimple in it the size of a mouse hole.

He said, “Teddy was shot coming out of a strip joint called Infernos.”

“Malone thinks Teddy was targeted.”

“It looks that way.”

“What was he shot with?”

“A forty-five.”

“At close range?”

“Maybe ten yards.”

“There were two other players with him, correct?”

“Yeah. Teammates. Bobby Rose and Amare Anderson.”

“What’s their take?”

“They have very little take. Said the shooting took them by surprise.”

“They describe the shooter?”

“Said he wore a black hoodie, came out of nowhere, and fired. They hit the ground and when they got up, he was gone.”

“How many rounds?”

“Four. All nailing the target.”

“Sounds personal.”

“It does.”

I sucked thoughtfully on my side teeth. “A Mafia hit?”

“Ordinarily I’d say no. But these days anything’s possible. We have more gangs than we have names for.”

“Any witnesses?”

“Some.”

“What did they see?”

“Dingus.”

“You’re saying they saw nothing?”

“No, they’re saying they saw nothing. Except for one guy. He said the shooter was tall and muscular.”

“Black or White?”

“Couldn’t say.”

“Got the wit’s name?”

“Why should I give it to you?”

“Because you believe in truth, justice, and the American way?”

“Yeah, right. And I also believe in the tooth fairy and Easter Bunny.” 

O’Meara put on a pair of bifocals, leaned forward on the table, and began tapping the laptop keys.

After a minute, he looked over the top of his glasses and said, “Wit’s name is Steven Clark. Late thirties. Registered nurse at Columbia Presbyterian Hospital. Has a girlfriend who’s some kind of dancer.”

“Got his address?”

“Fifty-five Orchid Street. Lower East Side. My son just moved down there. It’s close to his job.”

“He like it?”

O’Meara took off his glasses, pinched the bridge of his nose and smiled.

“It’s the city’s hottest neighborhood, mostly tech kids who’ve cashed out on Bitcoin and escaped mommy and daddy’s hacienda. Says he’s either fucking busy or busy fucking.” 

“Nice to be young,” I said.

“Way he’s going he’ll be footloose and fiancé free forever.” 

“Were detectives assigned to the case?” 

O’Meara sipped some coffee. Made a face as if he had tasted poison.

“Of course, we assigned detectives,” he said. “Fuck you think we are here? Brooklyn fucking Nine-Nine?”

“No. But I don’t always trust that detectives do their jobs.”

O’Meara exhaled loudly. Offended. Even pissed.

“Oh no, oh no, don’t give me that bullshit distrust of cops routine again, okay?” he said.

“I only give it because many deserve it, many are incompetent,” I said, remembering how the cops mishandled my father’s murder.

“That’s crap,” O’Meara said.

“Like hell it is. One of your detectives told Malone it was a random shooting.” I grinned. “You and I both know that’s absurd.”

“That’s just one guy’s opinion.”

“Who was the guy?”

“What guy?”

“The detective who made the stupid observation.”

“Chaney.”

“Figures. That idiot couldn’t find a vegetable in vegetable soup.”

O’Meara snorted like a bear with sinus problems.

“I just wanna know how far your guys have investigated?” I said.

“Look. Trust me when I tell you our guys took it as far as they could, given the huge number of other unsolved murders, and even a little farther, given who the kid was. Bottom line: They got nada.”

“No leads, huh?”

“Nothing to write home about.”

“Anything worth jotting down?”

He shrugged.

“I’ll take that as a no,” I said.

“You’re very perceptive.”

“Aren’t I though.”

“Truth is, Elg, the case is cold,” he said. “And as you well know, a murder case not solved within a few days has less than a 50 percent chance of being cleared.” He paused. “This case has been open for months. You’ll have your work cut out for you.”

“Guess I’ll have to consult my Sam Spade manual.”

“Thought you only studied Inspector Clouseau.”

“Just the parts where he kung fus Kato.”

O’Meara rolled his eyes.

“Just a few more questions,” I said.

“Is this a quiz?”

“If it was, you’d certainly fail. Did your detectives have any reason to believe Teddy was into anything illegal?”

“Illegal?”

“Gambling? Drugs?”

“Toxicology came back clear except for booze, but when it comes to St. Steve’s, drugs are always a possibility.” 

“Why you say that?”

“The school attracts a lot of out-of-staters, mostly rich, suburban kids who sometimes find themselves getting into trouble with big-city drug dealers.”

“Last question,” I said.

“Thank God.”

“Unofficially, you got any other thoughts on the shooting?”

 “Unofficially, huh? I think you’ve been watching too much Law & Order.” He pushed aside his mug and clasped his hands on the table. One thumbnail was black, and his knuckles scarred.

“Bottom line,” he said. “We got jack shit.”

“Sounds like it.”

“I gather you’re going to start questioning people and making a nuisance of yourself.”

“Are you suggesting I annoy people?”

“Yes. Myself included. It’s why I recommend you. You’re a first-rate annoyer.”

“It’s what I do best.”

I stood. O’Meara stood. We shook hands. His handshake was a bone-popper.

“How’s Monique?” O’Meara asked.

“Good.”

“You finally thinking about tying the knot?”

“Hey, man, I don’t go in for that kinky stuff.”

O’Meara shook his head. He then grabbed the McDonald’s wrapping paper, crumbled it and tossed it into a trash can.

“Is she working?” he said.

“Yeah.”

“Where?”

“Majestic Theatre,” I said. “That’s Broadway, in case you didn’t know.”

“Thank you so much for educating me.”

“The least I can do.”

“Is she appearing in a musical?”

 “No. A Tennessee Williams play.”

“Streetcar Named Desire?” 

“Glass Menagerie. But I’m impressed you know Tennessee Williams.”

“Hey, knucklehead, I went to college.”

“Albany State’s a college?”

“Bet the girls there were sexier than those southern belles at Duke.”

“But not smarter.”

“Surely colder. Probably needed gloves to undress them.”

I blew into my hands and rubbed them together.

“Not when you have surgical fingers,” I said.

“I bet some adoring coed probably lost a tooth nibbling on your ear.”

I tugged on my earlobe.

“I always wondered what was stuck in there.”

O’Meara chuckled.

“You’re a fucking piece of work,” he said.







CHAPTER

THREE

I left the station. Outside, the air was even hotter. Not a breath of wind. High humidity. Probably ninety degrees. Brutal. 

I looked for a cab. None were available. 

I thought about getting an Uber, but I like cabs better. Riding in them always reminds me of my childhood, my mother humming tunes and my father telling jokes. Life was fun then. Or so it seemed.

In need of shade, I strolled down the street, passing delivery boys pedaling bicycles, Asian women holding umbrellas, and shirtless teenage boys gulping bottles of water. Anything to beat the heat.

I stopped for a red light. Chuckled at a bumper sticker that read: “Out of work and hungry? Eat a Republican.” I wondered if the car belonged to AOC. 

The light turned green. I put on Oakley sunglasses and found some relief under a maple tree in front of the old office of my first boss, Sid Meyer. Sid was a private investigator. Really old school. Honest. Knew all the tricks of the trade. Was fanatical about facts, details, and pounding the pavement. A true professional.

I was walking by his office one day when I saw a sign in his window: Help Wanted. I had just ended my ten-year career with the Dallas Mavericks due to a knee injury. Despite having some money in the bank, I was used to spending big and still needed to work, and I wanted something to drive the adrenaline.

It was just my luck that I missed out on the big dough. Today the average player makes more in a year than I made in my entire career. So much for being in the right place at the right time.

I still remember staring at Sid’s sign, thinking about my father and the day he was murdered.

I was thirteen when it happened. He was shot coming out of our Harlem apartment. I saw him lying in the street, his face covered in blood, his hand reaching out as if for help. I’ve never forgotten those hands. Will never forget those hands. Neither will I ever forget the police calling the incident “unexplainable.” All I knew was he was dead. My father’s murderer was never found.

I didn’t accept the police explanation. I pushed for answers. Demanded action. Every week, I’d stop by the precinct and question the White detectives. They’d blow me off. Made me so angry that my hands would clench into fists so tight my forearms spasmed. Once, while waiting outside an office to speak with a detective, I heard someone say, “It’s that asshole kid again wanting to know about the shooting of that nigga.”

Those words chilled my blood. Put tears in my eyes. I felt as if my lens cap had come off and I could see life clearly. I suddenly disliked cops. Distrusted them. Their inaction got me so incensed I even thought that someday I might want to become a cop myself so I could help bring justice to people who weren’t getting it. 

My father’s death crushed me. The absence of him echoed in every room of our house. His blowing his saxophone. His dancing with my mother. His telling me bedtime stories. His telling me that it’s not grades but learning for learning’s sake that was the beating, enduring heart of education. If nothing else, my father lived a life bathed in lucidity and light. It took me years to stop missing him, my grief at times turning into a wordless depression.

But at least something positive came out of it. I learned that grief can be an analgesic, the pain a painkiller. Eventually, the acceptance of what happened made me stronger, more resilient, more vigilant. It gave me a reference point for dealing with future hardships, showing me how in the darkest of times, there is always a beacon of hope but only if you follow the light.

At our first meeting, Sid asked me why I wanted to become a private investigator. I thought a moment and said, “I didn’t choose this job; I think this job chose me.” He said I was worth a shot. 

Sid taught me the ropes. He taught me how to shoot a gun, how to investigate and build a case. He said I didn’t need lessons on fighting, seeing how one year I led the NBA in starting brawls. That’s what happens when you grow up half-White in a Black neighborhood. You deal with every slur, every slight. You have no choice but to defend yourself. Good thing there was a boxing gym around the corner. 

When Sid was dying of cancer—he was sixty-eight—he begged me to take over the operation. I gladly agreed. I took over the business and moved it to Hoboken. It’s now called “The Baylor Agency.”

I’m almost forty now and my mission in life is to make murderers, scumbags, and weasels pay for their crimes. It’s what motivates me, gives me purpose. I guess it’s payback for my father. Standing up for the dead.

I finally snagged a cab. The driver was a Rastafarian. He was listening to reggae. The cab smelled like garlic.

The cabbie drove straight down Broadway. I got out on Orchid Street. Once a cattle pen that attracted bargain hunters looking to buy cheap goods from the many Jewish shop owners who immigrated to New York in the mid-nineteenth century, the street was now entirely gentrified. Today, there are few Jewish retailers. The area is occupied by fancy boutiques, expensive spas, chic hotels, upscale restaurants, and luxury condominiums. Progress, I guess. But at least Katz’s Delicatessen is still there, making those delicious pastrami on rye sandwiches that I love. Score one for the good old days. 

Steven Clark lived in a newly renovated six-story brown brick building that had a large glass front door. Three beautiful young women were standing out front, chatting. Swizzle-stick thin, they all wore short-shorts, bare midriffs, and flip-flops. Maybe models or actresses. Maybe even sugar babies or nepo babies.

I flashed them my most becoming smile. None seemed overly impressed. Guess my days of wine and roses have soured and wilted. 

I stepped inside the vestibule. It smelled like Clorox. The black-and-white marble floor gleamed. On one wall was a row of tiny gold mailboxes. Across from it was a resident directory. I found Clark’s name. I hit a button on the intercom below the directory and within a minute a tired voice said, “Yeah.”

“Steven Clark?” 

“Yeah.”

“My name’s Elgin O’Brien,” I said. “I’m a private investigator.” I always got a chuckle out of saying that. It made me feel like Bogie. “I’d like to speak to you in connection with a murder investigation.”

“What murder?”

“Teddy Malone.”

“Who?”

“The kid who was shot outside Infernos.”

“Look, Mr. Whatever-Your-Name-Is. I’ve already spoken to the police.”

“But you haven’t spoken to me.”

“Why should I?”

“Because I’m not Frank Drebin and this isn’t The Naked Gun.”

After hearing what sounded like a big yawn, Clark said, “Okay, okay. But I haven’t got all day.”

“Neither do I.” 

“I’m apartment 4B.”

A second later the door buzzed open.

I walked into the building and hopped into an elevator. Inside, it was lined with white plush cushioning, and attached to the back wall was a gold framed mirror hanging above a wood bench. 

The elevator came to a stop as quiet as a falling snowflake. I stepped out into a hallway. A series of oil paintings along the walls, with glass frames. Thick beige carpeting. Art deco sconces. The smell of lemon-scented Pledge. 

I knocked on Clark’s door.

It opened a crack, held tight by a chain. I saw a side of Clark’s face through the narrow opening. In the background, music was playing. Very softly. Billie Eilish. 

I heard the chain slide across its holder. The door creaked open. Standing framed in the doorway was a young guy with a massive head and wide nostrils. Short and stocky, he wore round wire-rimmed glasses and had more facial shrubbery than Captain Ahab.

Rubbing sleep from his eyes, Clark was wearing white cotton slippers and paisley pajama pants. No top. He had enough chest hair to qualify as a forest.

He examined my face like a painter about to do a portrait. 

“You’re not what I expected,” he said.

“What’d you expect?” 

“I expected a Black dude.”

“Really?”

“Elgin’s not exactly a White guy’s name.”

“I am Black.”

“You are?” he said, his eyebrows jerking upward like eagle wings. “You don’t look it.”

“My mother was White.”

“I guess then your father was Black.”

“Geez, you could be a private detective,” I said. “May I come in?” 

Clark nodded. He stepped aside. I entered.

He quickly put a finger to his lips and pointed to a closed door behind him.

“Gotta speak quietly,” he said, “My girlfriend is asleep. Did too many laps.”

“She a swimmer?”

“No. She’s dances at Scores.”

“Tough job,” I said, coughing into my fist. “But somebody’s gotta do it.”

The apartment had a faint smell of marijuana. There was a navy blue suede couch and two matching suede armchairs sitting atop a braided rug. On the glass end tables were Tiffany lamps, glass ashtrays, and cans of nonalcoholic Heineken beer. Leaning against one wall was a large Banksy print of a young girl releasing a red balloon shaped like a heart. On another wall was a huge dart board. Stuck inside it were three darts.

“You a Billie Eilish fan, huh?” I said, attempting to put him at ease.

“She’s the best,” he said. “Great pipes.”

“What’s your favorite song?”

“Of hers?”

“Yeah.”

“ ‘Ocean Eyes.’ By far.” 

“Mine, too,” I said, even though I wasn’t sure I had ever heard it. Nor is it likely I ever will. My female musical tastes are more along the lines of Etta James, Ella Fitzgerald, Billie Holiday, and Nina Simone. Ladies who sang the blues. 

“How about that,” Clark said, nodding like a plastic cat in the back window of a car. “A cop who digs Eilish. Who would have thunk it?”

“I told you, I’m not a cop. I’m private.”

“What’s the difference?”

“Brains.”

I took a seat. The armchair was so plush I had the feeling I might sink in it.

“Look, man,” he said, making a sweep motion like an orchestra leader about to ignite the band, “I already told the police everything I know.”

“I heard.”

“So whaddya you want?”

“People don’t always tell cops everything.”

Clark stared at me for a long moment, rubbing a finger back and forth under his nose.

“I just have a few questions,” I said. 

Clark puffed his cheeks out and blew out a breath. 

He said, “Mind if I smoke?” 

“Marijuana?”

His eyes widened.

“Got some good shit, man. Want some?”

“I only get high on music.”

Clark opened an end table drawer and pulled out some rolling paper and a baggie. He calmly sprinkled some of the contents onto the paper and rolled with it the dexterity of an electrician splicing together tiny wires. The joint resembled a fat pinworm. He inhaled it as if a doctor had asked him “to take a deep breath.”

“You sure you don’t want a toke?” he said, taking a seat and extending the joint.

“No, thanks. I’ll just breathe the air.”

“I just love weed.”

“Who doesn’t? What can you tell me about the shooting?” 

Clark touched fingertips to his temples as if my request was causing him to think deep.

“I went to the club with my girlfriend—she’s friends with one of the dancers—and I went out for a smoke—when like . . . like…this guy . . . like came out of nowhere. He had on this black hoodie, raised his gun, fired, and took off running.”

“He only aimed at the one kid?”

He frowned.

“Whaddya mean?” he said.

“Did the shooter attempt to shoot anybody else?”

“No. Weird.”

“What was weird?”

Clark didn’t answer.

“What was weird?” I said again.

Clark took another drag on his joint and held the smoke in his mouth a while before exhaling. 

“It was weird that the shooter waved a gun at all three guys but only shot the one,” he said.

“I understand you told the detectives that the shooter was tall and muscular. Is that right?”

“Yes . . . yes, he was.”

“How tall?”

Clark thought a moment.

“Maybe . . . maybe six four,” he said. “Kind of moved like an athlete.”

“An athlete?”

“Yeah, man. Had that smooth groove about him.”

“Was he Black or White?”

“Couldn’t tell.”

“You see his hands?”

“His hands?”

“Were they Black or White?”

“He was wearing gloves.”

“Was the gun in his right hand or left?”

“Does it matter?”

“Everything matters.”

Clark’s forehead wrinkled.

“It . . . it was in his, a, a, right hand.”

“You sure?”

“I’m sure.” 

“Okay. Good. You remember what he was wearing?”

“He . . . a… . . . was wearing a black hoodie and black sweatpants.”

“Anything on it?”

“On it?”

“An emblem? A logo? A designer label?”

He rocked his head from shoulder to shoulder, thinking. 

“Nah . . . his outfit was just plain black,” he said. 

“Could you tell if he was with anyone?”

He put the joint down.

“Don’t . . . don’t think so,” he said.

“Did you see the gun?”

“No, I . . . a . . . I never did, not really,” he said. “Once I heard the shots I took cover.”

I put my thumb and forefinger on the corners of my mouth and brought them together.

“Were you with anybody that night besides your girlfriend?”

“No.”

“Did your girlfriend see anything?

“No. She was still inside talking with her friend.”

“Were you drunk?”

“I don’t drink.”

“You don’t drink?”

“I’m allergic to alcohol.”

“My condolences,” I said. “Was there anybody else around at the time of the shooting?”

“You mean bystanders?”

“Yeah.”

“A few people but they were halfway up the block.”

“I see.”

Clark’s eyes narrowed. A vein pulsed in his forehead.

“Is there anything I haven’t asked you that you think I should know?” 

His eyes held mine for a long moment. 

“Something you may have seen?”

He shifted in his seat, grimaced, as if something had suddenly begun to trouble him. 

“C’mon,” I said, “talk to me.”

“I’m thinking, I’m thinking,” he said, suddenly talking faster than an auctioneer.

“Think harder,” I said.

Clark rubbed the back of his neck, picked up the joint again and inhaled some more smoke. One toke over the line, sweet Jesus.

“Well . . . I do recall one thing,” he said finally.

“Something you saw?”

“No. Something I heard.”

“Something you
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