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PREFACE

 

BROOKLYN, Metropolitan Correctional Center, night of September twenty-eighth, 2019, eve of the feast of Saint Michael, defender of the Jewish people

Letter from Geoffrey Epstenson from his cell

I’m sorry, Grandma; it hurts to say goodbye and let go. But soon we will be together again, we should never have separated.

Rest is necessary and deserved; however, it seems impossible to think that we will soon meet again: there will be no more memories or absences and we will hold hands again. How much I have missed your delicate hand, fragile as life and soft, full of lived experiences! Because sometimes nothing else is needed, just being.

Not even tiredness could overcome your strength or humor, that ability to smile at some detail despite everything. It was hard to believe that one day you would leave; you were always in your house; whatever happened, you remained. When you did, I didn’t understand that things happen when and how they should, whether we understand it or not, whether we want it or not. I was angry with you for a long time, because you left without saying goodbye and without explaining to me that we cannot control life: only live it.

My dear sabta, you so wanted to protect me from what surrounded me and from a father who didn’t love me; this made 

 

v

me believe that my mother abandoned us, that you forgot to mention that what matters is living. Respecting the vital moment of each person and their circumstances; you didn’t teach me not to feel entitled to dominate everyone and manage their lives. Nor did you remind me that nothing lasts forever and everything changes. I wish you had instilled it in me, maybe I would never have written to you from here!

 

I want to apologize to you and to those who have had “the luck” to cross paths with me, perhaps because it is hard to say goodbye. You know that a grandmother is still there, not mute, who has lived a lot and is already back. How much I would have loved for you to accompany me on my trip, even to those exotic and distant places! I am sure you wouldn’t have liked them and you would have forced me to abandon them. Sorry for thinking that you were always with me and supported my decisions, making the Geoff you adored disappear to become someone else.

Thank you for creating my good side; some people were able to enjoy it, like my revered wife Elisabeth. I would have been thrilled to introduce her to you! If you hadn’t left so soon, I would now have a full life, full of experiences and with a family to take care of.

Tomorrow I am embarking on a journey that you cannot understand and that I never imagined would come, your beloved grandson Geoff has become Geoffrey Epstenson and I want to say goodbye. This is the last letter I write to you from prison, I will finally be free and you will stop remaining in a memory.

I love you, Grandma. Get ready to make me your wonderful ginger cookies! Geoff

 

vi




CHAPTER ONE

 

 

I

Manhattan, New York, September 2019, Metropolitan Correctional Center

That morning, Geoff dressed to receive his lawyer from Brooklyn Legal Services. He did not expect that a female would want to represent him as he was accused of sexual abuse, as well as involuntary manslaughter for sadomasochistic practices. “What woman is going to defend me, knowing what I use them for?” he wondered as he got ready for the occasion. But for her it was a challenge and she assumed it as such. However, the aforementioned, seeing him advance without withdrawing his gaze, felt fear. This rarely happened to her. There was a reason why she was known in the firm under the nickname Ice Queen.

My client had turned sixty-six years old the day he entered prison. Six months had already passed since then. When I visualized him through the glass, I noticed his eyes of indefinite color. His file described them as dark blue. A scar on his forehead accentuated his attractiveness. Geoff adjusted his headphones, while focusing his point of vision on my cleavage. I felt naked. I instantly closed one more button of my blouse and, with a provocative smile, spoke to me for the first time:

—Good morning. Are you? —he asked with disinterest.
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—Good morning, Mr. Epstenson. My name is Clare Starley.

I said it so softly that I barely heard myself. From that moment on, I knew that I could become one of his followers. That man had something that didn’t let me think clearly. He, on the other hand, seemed relaxed. Sometimes he rested his hands against the glass, as if he wanted to touch mine.

After a few minutes, when I was reviewing the facts with my client, I heard an annoying tapping. Geoff’s nails were compulsively hitting the screen that separated us. That managed to distract me.

—Mr. Epstenson —I whispered, trying to raise my head and tone—, how do you plead to the charges against you? —I asked as a formality.

Geoff stood up, threw the chair behind him and didn’t need to speak through the microphone to be heard shouting at me:

—What do you think, you more than mema? Innocent, of course!

Without waiting for an answer, with the agility of an athlete and the stolen smile of a movie heartthrob rather than a pederast, he blurted out:

—Have a good day, Miss Starley, your office will have news from me!

As he walked towards the cell, the officers couldn’t hide their laughter. One of them commented to me that Geoff winked at him as he passed, while asking him:

—What did you think of my lawyer? Pretty, right? I have this one in the bag too!
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II

Brooklyn, New York, 1950

Geoffrey Epstenson was born in Brooklyn during the winter of 1950 into a family of Jewish origins. His great-great-grandparents, Luis Epstenson Gómez and Esther Márquez, arrived in New York in 1696. He was conceived and raised in a very rich family of crypto-Jews or hidden Jews in Madrid, Spain. Although his real name was Moisés, they named him Luis in honor of the king of France, a country that had provided refuge to his family in difficult times.

As the threat of the Inquisition became increasingly dangerous, Moisés and his wife were sent there. Then the Inquisitorial Tribunal arrested him and he remained imprisoned for fourteen years. After his release, Esther reunited with him in France. Unfortunately, after the revocation of the Edict of Nantes, conditions became very bad for the Jews. But the family, which had been able to recover from misfortune time and time again, was forced to flee to England, where they did not enjoy the rights and advantages granted to Christians. Finally, they abandoned the country to settle permanently in New York.

Esther Márquez was the daughter of another important Sephardic family and married Moisés in an arranged marriage, as was the custom at that time. They had six children; among them, Geoff’s grandfather, baptized with the Sephardic name of his father.

Esther and Moisés, using the contacts and influences of the family, opened a business in Manhattan.

They quickly realized the existing possibilities in the export of products across the Atlantic, and delegated the management to Moisés son and Geoff’s grandfather; he became a very rich man thanks to his bad arts on occasions.
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But in 1714 they obtained a delicitación from the Crown of England, a country that they were forced to abandon unfairly for not enjoying the same privileges as the rest of the Christians. This document guaranteed them for the English residents in New York. Moisés son and Geoff’s grandfather, after the death of his parents —converts forced to Christianity— and master of manipulation, managed, thanks again to the use of lies, that the family obtained the rights not as refugees, but on par with the others. Due to this measure, grandfather Moisés acquired several thousand acres in the lands of Orange County and Ulster and contracted Sephardic marriage with grandmother Esther, whom Geoff adored. They had six children; the firstborn received the name of Isaac Epstenson, Geoffrey’s father.

In 1729, Grandpa Moses, as Geoff liked to call him, used his rights to buy land in Lower Manhattan, which became the headquarters of the first Epstenson jewelry store. Today it is run by Geoff’s brothers and their children. At the same time, he was elected president of Shearith Israel and showed himself to be a philanthropist by giving important support to the Sephardic community in Brooklyn. This fact meant that, for many years, the Epstensons served the Jewish community. However, despite the economic and social power achieved and the rights granted by the British Crown, they could not escape anti-Jewish hatred. In 1737, during an assembly in New York, in which the Epstensons and other Jews were preparing to vote, the future Chief Justice of the city, William Smith, considered it illegal, calling them responsible for the death of Christ. For several decades this prohibition weighed on the Jewish community of New York. This did not prevent Luis or Moisés Epstenson Gómez from being a patriarch of his time; despite the adversities, he knew how to get his family ahead and become a true American pioneer.
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III

Manhattan, New York, September 2019, Brooklyn Legal Services

I still remember the shoes I was wearing when I met Geoff. As I slipped them on at eight that morning, I thought, “Too high, Clare, to walk the halls of a correctional facility.”

However, a part of me—now I understand why—wanted to be attractive. Generally speaking, I wasn’t interested in pleasing men. But that morning I felt different.

The senior partner and director of Brooklyn Legal Services, John Ledows, despite earning the discomfort of the rest of the board of directors, had chosen me to defend his client Geoffrey Espstenson. For a former Penn (Pennsylvania) student, it represented quite a challenge. It hadn’t been easy for me to get there; “and I’m not going to waste this opportunity,” I said to myself, looking in the mirror; I put on the most formal suit I had, a stale blue that I never liked. It was like the ones my mother inherited from the ladies she served, when they were already faded. The Macy’s saleswoman convinced me to buy it; I grunted as I tried to polish it with a brush.

—Take it, Miss Starley, your friend Jane took one just like it yesterday and suggested that I recommend it to you if you came by.

—Does my friend Jane usually shop here? —I was surprised.

—We never reveal details of our clients —she replied, happy to leave me with the doubt.

I thought that chance had led me to this shabby store to coincide with Jane after so many years. We didn’t know anything about each other. Only that we had shared one of the foster homes where our respective mothers had “disappeared.” “The Macy’s saleswoman will still remember the lines of my face”; I applied a thin layer of makeup. I didn’t want to look like a Hollywood star.

That was the first and last time we met and we barely greeted each other under the watchful eye of the saleswoman. Given my 
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comfortable economic situation, I promised myself that I would never frequent that type of establishment where it smelled awful of humanity. Actually, I had hesitated to put on a beige cashmere sweater under the blazer, but after trying it on I saw my mother in the reflection of the window. “How disgusting, I look like a maid! This light blue blouse with a generous neckline will do and, of course, my twelve-centimeter Manolos will turn me into a sexy lawyer.” The image I projected after picking up the Prada bag and briefcase was far from what, according to my boss, I should show in front of a sexual predator. However, I didn’t listen to him without knowing that perhaps I would regret it.

The Brooklyn Legal Services driver was waiting for me at the door of the apartment block in the Madison Sheepshead Bay area of Brooklyn. Thomas had been working for the firm all his life and his father did before him. Confidentiality and respect for its passengers were presupposed.

—Good morning, Miss Starley —he intoned very softly, while taking off his cap and opening one of the rear doors of the limousine.

—Good morning, Thomas —I replied succinctly without looking at him. “God, I hope I don’t get one of my heels caught in the stirrup for greeting him!” I lamented as I rolled up my skirt a little.

He took his place on board and, without failing to inform me of the existence of the breakfast that he had prepared and placed on the side table of my seat, proceeded to raise the glass that separated us. “He’s going to be rude, I think he did it quickly so he wouldn’t hear my complaints about this lousy croissant!” I muttered as I devoured it.
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IV

Manhattan, New York. Metropolitan Correctional Center, a few months earlier

Geoffrey Epstenson Jr. would never come to such a pigsty, had it not been because he had arranged to meet her. His colleagues didn’t believe that Josephine’s broad had a visitor. In order not to raise surprises, the governor had requested that he meet with Jr., claiming that one of his clients was in prison and she was guarding him. No one was surprised, not even her. “What the hell does this character want to see a vulgar jailer for?!” she wondered as she walked down the hall.

The warden of the center, Andrew Tase, had looked for a place away from the cells for them to meet. His employee trembled like a leaf in front of the visitor. “What a smile the bastard has!” she thought as she extended her hand.

—Miss Mitchell, you don’t know how happy I am to finally meet you! —Jr. exclaimed—. Mr. Tase has spoken very well of you —he lied.

—Damn, how kind these rich Jews are!

The VIP visitor asked the governor to leave as soon as the formalities were over. After Josephine’s outburst, he would personally take care of Miss Mitchell, he assured, pointing to the chair where she should sit.

I remember that I almost shit myself with fear; the young master must have been my age, fifty years old, and he was the son of that famous rich Jew. Espstenson was his name.

“Strong, muscular; this one does more than just mark abs in the gym. And, in addition, handsome. You can tell he comes from good people. But he’s not here to bring me some magazines,” I thought.
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Josephine had done her homework, cramming all the gossip about that family when she was notified of her interest in meeting her. The stepmother was the most popular. She appeared almost every day on the cover of the prisoners’ favorite magazine, Vanity Fair.

“When it was my turn at night, I would steal one and hide it between my breasts to take a look at it at home. I only bought magazines on muscle-building techniques, which were the ones I liked. I couldn’t read the gossip ones there. The officials would snitch on me and I couldn’t let my guard down. Those wretches would use it to demonstrate the weakness of the official Mitchell.”

Jr. hated his father as much as Josephine hated hers, but she didn’t know it yet. He was more vile and cruel than many of those he watched behind bars. How was she going to imagine that, together with his stepmother and angelic sisters, he was weaving a skein from which she could no longer break free?

—Do you know my father, Miss Mitchell? —he spat suddenly, resting his hands on my back. I remember that I could feel his breath on my neck.

—Of course! Who doesn’t know that crook? —I ventured to answer without looking at him—. They say he’s fleeced more than one Jewish bigwig in Manhattan! —Before finishing the sentence, I realized that I had screwed up, and badly. My capo hit the chair and threw me. I felt like my head was going to explode. I tried to get up. He pushed me again and, with one of the legs broken, he threatened me. This time I didn’t move.

—My dear Miss Mitchell, from now on address me as Mr. Epstenson and use ‘usted’.

—Okay, dude! No need to get like that!

—Haven’t you understood me or are you deaf? —he snapped at me with the leg in his hand.
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—Sorry, Mr. Epstenson! —I begged, terrified. “What the hell am I training for, so that this son of a bitch can throw me without me noticing?”.

—And remember: when you talk about a member of my family, use “Mr.” or

“Mrs.” and the last name. Is that clear?

He didn’t give a damn about my answer, the handsome guy was getting heated.

—Yes, buddy, I’m taking note. Sorry, Mr. Epstenson, yes, sir! —I repeated like a slave.

—Do you know why I sent for you, dimwit? —Now he did wait for me to answer, looking at me with a disgusted face.

—No fucking idea, buddy. Sorry, Mr. Epstenson!

—I want you to help us murder my father —he blurted out without hesitation.

—But what the hell are you saying, kid! —I yelled without “usted” or “Mr.”.

 

V

Brooklyn, New York, December 1956

I never thought that one day I would be nostalgic for Christmas in Brooklyn with my brothers and grandparents. My father didn’t like family gatherings. Years later, when I remembered that particular Christmas, I wanted to forget it.

My father, Isaac Geoffrey Epstenson, was my role model and benchmark. He had arrived in Manhattan with his parents, managing to achieve the American dream. His enemies branded him ambitious and unscrupulous. Perhaps because his favorite son, Geoff, had not yet been born. That’s what he called me, along with my grandmother Esther. The truth is that my mother was never talked about at home, and my brothers didn’t dare mention 
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her. When I had the audacity of childhood and asked, my family changed the subject. But prudence was not my best friend, and one day, while alone with my father in my grandparents’ business, I started the conversation without hesitation:

—Dad, where’s Mom?

—She abandoned us when you were born, —he replied without looking up from the latest diamonds that had arrived, which would adorn many women on those dates. I remember I didn’t believe it and went to look for my grandmother Esther.

—Honey! Do you want a gingerbread cookie? —she exclaimed from the kitchen.

—No, Grandma. I want you to tell me where my mom is. —I astonished her.

—She left and didn’t come back, Geoff. That was a long time ago, —she stated without flinching, while pouring honey over the sweets.

That day I walked away crying, as a child my age would who doesn’t understand abandonment, and I returned to the jewelry store; I had left my father there contemplating some very important pieces just a few minutes before. But I didn’t find him. “Maybe he’s gone to the warehouse to put them away in case thieves come,” my still innocent little head thought. And I decided to go down to look for him, without imagining that this decision would change my life.

I ran into him with his pants down. Behind him, Nina, the latest shop assistant at the jewelry store, was trying to break free from his hands. It wasn’t the first time I’d seen him with his ass in the air, throwing himself on top of any of the employees. Years later I discovered that he was a true sexual predator.

—Damn you, you little brat! What the hell are you doing there?

Out of panic, I peed myself. I’ve never been able to forget it.

I felt ashamed to doubt whether to tell my brothers. They surely wouldn’t have believed me. “After all, they don’t pay any 
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damn attention to me!”. I was going to tell my grandmother, but she fell ill suddenly. The most prestigious doctor in Manhattan came and couldn’t save her. He assured that she had contracted a fever, what on the other side of the Atlantic they called the Spanish flu. My father promised the doctor and his entire family a fruitful future if he managed to heal her. That night I learned that, unfortunately, money doesn’t buy everything and I cursed God, in whom I stopped believing.

A child’s mind witnessed how the first woman he loved the most also abandoned him, like his mother. Later I understood why the latter left. She became another victim of my father and managed to escape from his predator claws after suffering years of abuse. She didn’t know that, upon the death of Grandma Esther, she took away my innocence and the only love for a woman that I harbored for a long time. Years had to pass for it to flourish again.

 

VI

Manhattan, New York, June 2019, Washington Post

My name is Cary Talesse, you will have deduced that I am of Italian origin. My family comes from Naples; but emigrated, like so many others, to the United States to make the Americas. Half saw Miss Liberty from the boat because they died on Ellis Island. My grandparents survived and settled in the well-known neighborhood of Little Italy.

They soon discovered that it was not paradise and moved to Hillsborough, a town in San Mateo County, California, in the San Francisco Bay. There they worked on different farms as slaves, until my family managed to save enough money to build their own.

I still remember when we climbed that endless ladder. My mother, saying that if you are going to fall, that it is not straight, 
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more to the right. Finally, we hung the sign “Talesses’ Farmer House”. My father, telling her to shut up; I, sitting on the roof, was cracking up with laughter. I still smile when I visit them and read it, but only for a few seconds. The bad would come later.

As a child I learned to tell stories, looking around me. I spent too much time alone. My parents were working in the field all day and my father only knew how to drink to exhaustion, handing out beatings between my mother and me.

—Cary, honey, don’t contradict him, do what he asks you immediately: pick up your papers and pencils. Don’t let him see them! You know he gets upset and it’s worse. Start working in the barn as soon as the sun sets and he returns.

—But, mother, what the hell am I doing in the barn, if I’ve already swept it a hundred times?

—I protested without convincing her.

My father couldn’t stand me writing and made me pay for it. That’s why, as soon as I had the opportunity to escape, I took advantage and started my career at the San Francisco Chronicle newspaper. I saved up for a second-hand typewriter, it even lacked keys; I sent articles on local issues to the newsroom. Of course, at night, when the beast slept after satisfying his wild instincts.

One day they liked what I wrote and published it. “Thank goodness my father can’t read!”, I thought when I saw my article in the newspaper that the paper boy threw from his bicycle against the mailbox. I was the only one who read, I always did it secretly and aloud so that my mother would listen.

They paid for my trip to San Francisco and proposed that I write a weekly column. This is how my adventure began. When I had enough dough, I left Hillsborough and rented a room with another colleague, who snored like a bastard, until I could afford one for myself near work. Contemplating the bay was one of the few pleasures I allowed myself because it was free.

My colleagues at the newspaper called me the Predator, because my hunger for news was insatiable. Nowadays those at 
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the Washington Post also do it, and wonder why I relentlessly pursue the biggest sexual predator of this century in the United States, Geoffrey Espstenson. Of course, I don’t reveal the real reason to them.

“Without a doubt, Geoff is my master,” I thought while my colleague, the editor of Forbes magazine, came to pick me up.

My editor at the Post, Marteen Laron, allowed me to accompany him for an interview in one of his mansions in Manhattan. In it the gold was so evident that you managed to get used to its presence. It was located in the emblematic Dakota building in Brooklyn, which belonged entirely to Geoffrey Espstenson.

I felt nervous, since I had been chasing that vermin for years, and having him so close produced a mixture of feelings. “Easy, Talesse, don’t open your beak!”, I repeated to myself, while falsely promising Marteen that I was there as a listener.

—Remember, Talesse: at no time can you address the character. Do you get it? —asked the editor of the Post worried.

—Yes, boss; I’ll take a Lexatin thirty minutes before so I don’t jump at his throat! —I replied more pissed off than a monkey.

While leaving the Post, I racked my brain about what I should wear.

“I have a suit unused since the last wedding of a colleague and that wide-brimmed hat that the one in turn gave me; I have to be elegant for the occasion. Not every day you have a human waste like this in front of you!”.

 

VII

Manhattan, New York, the next day, Dakota building

That morning the sun was hotter than normal. Certainly, Manhattan can be inhospitable when temperatures exceed twenty degrees Celsius. The humidity accompanies from the first hour 
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of the day, which does not make it easy to wear clothes properly ironed. That’s why I decided to put my jacket in the back seat, before getting into Stewart Forbes’s elegant Chrysler.

—Come on, Talesse! What are you waiting for? Your friend Geoff is waiting for us impatiently!

—he joked, waving his hand out the window; with the other he was holding a coffee—. I don’t want to be late.

—I’m coming, heavy! —I replied after a brief “good morning”. During the journey, he kept telling stories of when we worked together in his family’s magazine.

I entered Forbes as an intern one summer, as an excuse not to spend it in Hillsborough. My boss at the Chronicle received the request and I didn’t think twice; I would finally get to know Manhattan!

—What good times, huh, Talesse! Do you remember that night we got drunk and put all the machines to print? Thank goodness you stopped them in time and they didn’t catch us! —He kept laughing.

—Yes, I remember that it was you who turned them on and I, who hadn’t drunk and had stayed that night working late, arrived in time to stop them

—I clarified without laughing.

From that moment on, we made the journey in silence, accompanied only by the jazz music channel that Stewart had tuned in to. I looked at him once, and indeed, he had aged a lot since then. “Alcohol kills,” he had commented to me after leaving the Berkeley detox clinic, where he was admitted for two years. I was the only visit he received from the guild during his stay. Not even his father showed up.

The director and owner of Forbes magazine —who was also his father— did not trust him again until I helped him reintegrate into the world of writing, both at the Chronicle and the Post. He had to start from scratch, and they made it clear that there would be no favoritism. He wandered for a long period after his 

14

Me#Neither

discharge, and finally, his father readmitted him to the family magazine after making sure that he had rehabilitated and was ready to return. Both the director of the Chronicle and the Post, as well as myself, vouched for him. “You never say it, bastard, but I know you owed me a favor, and here we are!” I thought before getting out of the car and walking together towards our objective.

A butler in a uniform that was two sizes too big came out to greet us. Two bodyguards accompanied us to one of the rooms. “Damn! What is that light? I’m going to go blind.” I couldn’t help but look at the high ceiling that, through the skylight, sent a powerful ray onto our man. “It’s as if the Divine wanted to protect him.”

“Good morning, Mr. Forbes, welcome to my family’s residence!” he exclaimed while extending a hand with bony fingers barely covered in transparent skin, feigning his best smile.

“Good morning, Mr. Espstenson, and thank you for allowing us to invade your privacy for a few hours,” Steward ventured to announce.

“Hours? Mr. Forbes, you have forty minutes, and the time has started to count.”

“Okay. I’ll start by introducing you to my colleague from the Washington Post, Mr.

Cary Talesse. He’s only here as a listener.”

“I know him perhaps longer than you, Mr. Forbes. I know he accompanies me on my travels. My security team has identified him. That’s why I let you in.” He fixed us with that hyena-like gaze that those who knew him spoke of. “Only those who my people and I do not consider dangerous have access to my residences,” he said in an unfriendly tone, even raising his voice.

“Of course, Mr. Espstenson!” —”Thank goodness I was already sitting down!” Stewart confessed to me later. “Damn, Talesse, even the buttons on my jacket were shaking!”—. “Congratulations on your appointment as Man of the Year!”
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—expressed my colleague in a pacifying and neutral tone—. “How do you feel about being on the cover of Forbes, having been chosen as the greatest businessman of this year in the United States?” he asked, thinking it would ease the tension. I knew it wouldn’t.

“Ah, that’s what it was for!” He came out from behind his desk and advanced towards us. None of us had seen him so close. Indeed, the legend fell short. His dark blue gaze was like ice.

“Excuse me, sir, I assumed that the editorial staff of our magazine would have informed you of your appointment,” Forbes clarified in a very low, practically inaudible tone.

“They did, but I already warned them that it seemed like nonsense to me. I’m sure you’re going to sell a lot of magazines.” He threw a back issue into his ebony wood wastebasket. “I’m sure that behind this fallacy, you’re hiding something,” he announced, staring at us. “I’m curious to know what it is, that’s why you’re here, you fools!”

“He had fewer and fewer insults left to dedicate to us.”

“Indeed, Mr. Epstenson! What would you think if I told you that that’s not the only reason for our visit?” Steward blurted out, to the surprise of the magnate and, above all, mine. “Holy shit, partner, this wasn’t in the script”; I looked at him admiringly.

“But what the hell are you talking about?” Geoff shouted, walking towards the door, ready to call his henchmen.

“I wouldn’t do that,” my Forbes colleague threatened. “I’m sure you’d rather hear our proposal in private.”

“Spit it out, goddamn it! What are we talking about?” Epstenson asked, as the scar on his forehead tightened.

“As you know, it is insistently commented in the media about your participation in a scandal of sexual abuse and involuntary manslaughter, for the practice of certain sadomasochistic tendencies, along with other personalities from the financial, presidential, cinematographic world and even members of royal houses.”
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“All journalistic garbage that no one cares about!” Geoff exclaimed as he guffawed.

“Certainly not, as long as someone as powerful as you and your friends want to force certain behaviors against their will,” Stewart stated bluntly. I observed an alabaster globe that our interlocutor used as a paperweight; I feared it would land on my partner’s head.

“I haven’t abused or forced anyone, you moron!” Geoff snapped, as Stewart turned on his recorder.

Suddenly, we heard the testimony of one of the complainants, who had worked in the millionaire’s house, narrating how her wrists and ankles had been chained. Subsequently, gagged, naked, and chained, she was a victim of sadism and sadomasochism in one of Geoff’s mansions. She even had the audacity to name some of the personalities who were staying in that abode.

“I’m sure, Mr. Epstenson, that you’re going to reconsider our proposal.”

“Well played, colleague!” I commented to Stewart later, when we left there.

Next, there was silence; Geoff made sure we wouldn’t be disturbed and ordered that no calls be put through to him.

“And what exactly do you want?” he asked, this time in a friendly and conciliatory tone that was unusual for him; it was frightening.

“If you reveal the name of one of your playmates, we will clean up your image, taking you off that dirty list; your face will appear on the cover of Forbes as Man of the Year.”

“Come on, get out!” He pointed to the door, gesturing to the thugs waiting next to it.

“But, sir, we haven’t closed the deal,” the unconscious Stewart whispered, not daring to look at Espstenson.

“What deal, you imbecile? What you’re offering I already had before you arrived, clowns. You think I was going to settle for that shit.” He turned to me suddenly. “Talesse, I want a column in the 
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Post and a monographic praising my career in the U.S. It must come out in next month’s special. Understood?”

“Damn it! What the hell are you doing? Let me go, damn it!” we shouted, as we were carried aloft by two burly men to the main entrance.

That said, a priori I had extended my hand to the “kind” host. He approached and spat on it; I was lucky that the saliva didn’t land on the lapel of my only decent jacket; he accompanied the action with a courteous phrase:

“I hope to see you again soon, Mr. Talesse. Perhaps at the door of my residence in the Bahamas?”

“It will be a pleasure, Mr. Espstenson! You know I love being your travel companion.”

“At least I managed to relax the scar on his forehead for just a few seconds.”
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CHAPTER TWO

 

I

Manhattan, Metropolitan Correctional Center, a few months earlier

When Josephine managed to free herself from the pressure that Epstenson Jr. was exerting on her neck, she realized who was in charge there. He was much worse than those she guarded in her convict channel, and he also had power over her. “The son of a bitch, I’m just one of the cards in his fucking deck”; still very dazed, she tried to guess what kata of taekwondo Junior handled.

“Very well, Ms. Mitchell; I’m sure that, from now on, we’re going to understand each other perfectly,” he stated, showing all his teeth.

“Of course, sir…! Mr. Epstenson,” she managed to answer. Her neck hurt.

“As I was saying, we need you to kill my father.”

“Damn, that scared me more than the pressure of his arm on my throat!” she thought as she caressed it.

“And what the hell am I doing in this? Why are you getting me into this mess?”

—she asked as she felt her vocal cords tighten; she made a gesture of pain.
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“Don’t worry, Jo! Can I call you that, right? Since we’re going to be colleagues, even use first names.” He helped her up. He even offered her a comb that he kept in the pocket of his expensive suit jacket so she could smooth her hair, and he gave it to her. He wasn’t going to mix his hydrated hair with that of the jailer.

“Sure, dude!” She was surprised to hear herself and see the lying smile of her new “colleague” by force.

“Okay, today I’ll let you rest because you’ve had a very complicated day. Tomorrow I’ll come to visit you at six. Don’t forget to prepare the tea, I like it black,” announced her partner without interruption.

The official’s surprised face forced him to turn around when he was already at the door and, in this way, be able to confirm the details.

—Don’t worry, Jo! I have your address!

—See you tomorrow, Mr. Epstenson —were the only words that came out of her mouth. “Damn it, he knows where I live!”, she shouted to herself, returning to her corresponding locker.

—Stevenson! —he called to his partner—. Tell Howard that my head hurts and I’m going home!

That night Josephine didn’t sleep at all, she visualized Junior’s mug spying on her. She couldn’t go to work. The least that hurt was her head and, therefore, she prepared a cocktail of painkillers so that not even her cat’s meow would bother her. Without a miserable beer in the fridge, she had to go down to the corner bar for one.

Normally, she was a night client. In exchange for the good morning greeting, she only received a croak. She left a dollar on the bar and almost killed the bartender when he rang the bell to celebrate the tip.

She managed to get to the shower and got in dressed, she didn’t care if her shabby clothes got wet. “After all, they treat her worse in the laundry!”; she laughed under the stream. When she came out, she had ten missed calls and the answering machine 
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light shone like a fairground rattle. “Who the hell wants to talk to me so badly at eight in the morning?”, she wondered as she carefully placed the bottle on the table. Suddenly she remembered that she had not called work to report that she had caught the flu and would not go in all week. No one would believe it, but Jo didn’t care.

—Let them fire me! —she exclaimed triumphantly—. Maybe it’s the best thing that could happen!

It wasn’t true. Her boss, who knew about the disagreement with Jr. the day before, was suggesting in a message that she take the day off; he would wait for her the next day at nine in his section. “He’s a bastard, he didn’t swallow it! Well, I’ll gobble up some pancakes and then call him!”. However, it didn’t happen that way. The pancakes and the bit of gin she swallowed for dessert knocked her down again. This time the doorbell woke her up. As best she could, she dragged herself to the entrance and answered in an almost inaudible tone:

—Who the hell is coming to see me at this hour, don’t they know I sleep in? —she yelled while laughing.

—Jouuuu, still in bed! Come on, open up, please! It’s Junior.

—One moment, Mr. Epstenson —she pleaded. “Damn, I forgot that this guy threatened to come back!”. She took a quick look to make sure everything was in order.

 

II

Brooklyn Bridge, New York, June 1956

At the beginning of summer, I always went with Grandma Esther to see the bridge. We got up very early and prepared the basket. Quite a feast for only two diners. I loved the Matzah balls that my grandmother added to any soup and the pastrami sandwiches.
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The afternoon before our excursion we spent in the kitchen. I was in charge of placing the cookies in asymmetrical order on the baking sheet. Esther bathed them in ginger and let them turn golden for forty minutes. When she turned around, I opened it and ran my finger along the edge. More than once I burned myself! Sometimes I look at the index finger of my right hand to see if the burn mark I got that afternoon is still there. I would even like to feel the sting of the smack I received from Esther.

We could walk, but the basket with the food weighed too much for Grandma’s arms. We only needed two subway stops and there we were. I loved traveling on the subway because, although it was only a ten-minute journey, it was enough for me to contemplate neighbors from other neighborhoods that my father would not let me go to.

—Those people are not good for you, Geoff —he would tell me, when I asked him why I couldn’t play in my friend Tommaso Francelli’s area.

As soon as we left the tunnel, I let go of my grandmother’s hand and ran to the other end of the bridge. Esther called me while I waved to her with my handkerchief. Then we hugged and looked for a bench in the shade. Grandma needed to sit down. I took the opportunity to look at the boats.

—Come on, Grandma! We still have a little bit left!

Although she walked more slowly, she didn’t lose sight of me. Finally we stopped to eat. At the end, we went back home. I always fell asleep on her legs. Back home, a hot bath and bed awaited me.

 

III

Brooklyn Bridge, New York, June 1968

But everything was different that summer. Grandma Esther had gone forever and I went home alone. The front door of the 
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jewelry store remained closed. I was surprised, although I thought that perhaps my father would be attending to some client from Fifth Avenue in private. Many rich people bought authentic works of art carved in diamonds to give to their lovers. I met some of their daughters years later in the halls of my houses.

I entered through the back and, as I headed to the access stairs to the house, I remembered that I always went through the kitchen to wash my hands and get a glass of milk. My grandmother ordered me to do so. And there was my father, once again, with his back turned and his pants on the floor. The girl, kneeling in front, did not speak; neither did he. He only emitted sounds that a boy my age would not forget.

I remember that the floor was filled with the milk I spilled as I ran away. I never heard my father’s screams, as I avoided the cars. Years later, the neighbors still said that they heard them at the same time as they captured my face of terror.

—Hey, kid! Have you seen the devil or something? —they shouted behind me.

I went down to the subway, which took me to Little Italy, and my friend Tommaso was surprised to see me from afar. He knew that my father didn’t like me leaving my neighborhood.

—Geoff!, ¿che ti succede? —he asked me, giving me a big hug.

—Can I stay at your house tonight, Tom? —was all I managed to say.

Rage and crying wouldn’t let me speak.

—Certo! Andiamo! —he confirmed, placing a hand on my shoulder.

—Grazie mille, Tom! —I managed to stammer through tears, while asking him for refuge for one night. In reality, I would have stayed forever.

I didn’t want to see my father again. At eight in the morning, he showed up at the door of Tommaso’s house, arguing with Tommaso’s father. I opened the window to listen to them. I had just turned eighteen; however, I could not leave my paternal home. 
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My Italian host managed to kick him out, although Isaac promised to return with the Police. And so he did. We were in the backyard, taking the last puffs of a stolen cigarette, when the sirens were heard. Tommaso didn’t flinch.

—Tranquilo, Geoff, es la música de todas las tardes! —he exclaimed, laughing, and continued smoking.

Unfortunately, my progenitor never gave up. Two cars stopped at each end of the alley. An armed policeman got out of one; I remember that, as he walked towards me, I felt very afraid.

—Are you Geoffrey Epstenson? —he interrogated, while resting a hand on the gun; with the other, he held the baton.

—Yes, sir —I answered, and threw the last embers of the cigarette butt behind me—. I only smoke tobacco —I justified myself. I wanted to think it was a routine raid.

—Will you come with us, please?

Obviously, it wasn’t a question. They pushed me into the car and took me home. Tommaso watched me from across the street. It was the last time I saw him.

My progenitor awaited me with a smile.

—My son, you are finally home, what a joy! —he lied, hugging me in front of the officers. They received a valuable reward from the jeweler and I, on the other hand, one of his sovereign beatings. He didn’t know it would be the last. Even so, he elaborated.

I was awakened by the pain, even breathing was a torment; but I decided to go down to the pantry to get ice. I remembered Grandma Esther putting it on her knuckles when arthritis mistreated her during the winters. I heard sobs from the stairs and stopped, I didn’t want to witness another performance from my father. This time the woman was alone and sitting. She cried non-stop, resting her head on the oilcloth. She didn’t hear me approach, so, upon perceiving my voice —which everyone claimed sounded like my father’s—, she was startled.
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—Excuse me, miss, can I help you? —I asked politely, while feeling pleasure as I put my hand between the ice blocks in the freezer.

—Excuse me, my name is Tania Pávlova; I work in the jewelry store with your father

—she replied without flinching; she blew her nose and smoothed her hair. I had never seen such a beautiful woman.

—Nice to meet you, Miss Pávlova; I am Geoffrey Epstenson —I introduced myself, with the certainty that she already knew me. Even so, I extended a hand as if to shake it. Her gaze reminded me that it was still inflamed, so I proceeded to withdraw it.

“Isaac fired me, how am I going to pay for my children’s lodging and food now?” she lamented, hitting the table with her fist.

She hit it so hard that he came running from the workshop, thinking someone had entered through the back door.

“What the hell are you doing here, you bitch? I ordered you to leave!” my father threatened her with a rod he kept behind the counter, in case any criminals visited.

“I won’t leave, sir,” she stated forcefully. “You owe it to me. Or would you prefer I tell all of Brooklyn what you like to do with women? I’m sure your son will help me when his bruises heal.”

Isaac Epstenson realized he was trapped by that woman and left the kitchen.

I grabbed more ice and did the same. I thought I saw my grandmother Esther smile as she put a tray of gingerbread cookies in the oven. That night was the last I spent in my house until then. My brothers must have been sleeping. None of them got up when they heard the voices.
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IV

Manhattan, New York, Brooklyn Legal Services, September 2019

Clare had arranged to meet John Ledows at nine. “It’s best not to keep the superboss waiting,” she thought as she adjusted the last button of her pale pink Channel suit before stepping out of the ninth-floor elevator. He was waiting in front of the circular mahogany table, on a patterned cashmere wool rug. He was appallingly rich, but had no taste. His office proved it.

“Come in, Clare! Would you like a coffee?” he offered; without waiting for an answer, he poured one for himself.

“Good morning, Mr. Ledows,” I simply said, reaching out to take the cup before it was too late. “No sugar, thank you.” I waited for him to sit down.

Finally, he chose one of the visitor’s armchairs, inviting me to take the other. I didn’t thank him for the gesture; “I hate these chairs where your legs dangle, while your interlocutor takes the opportunity to look at them,” I thought as I inevitably did so.

“So, Clare! How did it go with your client, what does it feel like to be less than a meter away from the powerful Geoffrey Espstenson?” he asked with a mocking tone, which he used to show off his newly fixed false teeth. “They must have cost him a fortune and they look so bad on him!” I deduced while pondering the answer.

“Well, it’s not that big of a deal, sir,” I lied, brushing a strand of hair from my face. I always do that when I’m not telling the truth. “He’s an attractive man, I understand his success with women,” I added before an astonished Ledows, who couldn’t close his mouth.

“But... Nevertheless...” he stammered. “Did you ask him how he pleads, Miss Starley?” he whispered, this time formally. “Why didn’t you follow protocol?” He rested his hands on both arms of the seat.
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I remember his breath smelling of alcohol mixed with tobacco and I wanted to vomit. To avoid it, I leaned back.

“Of course, Mr. Ledows! Innocent, innocent, how could he not be? The defendant pleads innocent,” I lied again and brushed my hair back. “He will surely refuse to testify for the crimes he is charged with, invoking the Fifth Amendment. I’m going to prepare his defense!” I clarified as I jumped up and headed for the door. As I turned around, I noticed the superboss scrutinizing me from my ankles to where my back begins. “He’s no better than my Geoff”; I sighed, trying to compose myself, when the elevator doors closed.

Clare Starley reached the third floor, where her office was located, and felt relief. She left the briefcase on the table, which shone from the elevator. She couldn’t stand the dust and Grace knew it.

“Good morning, Miss Clare, I hope you found everything to your liking,”

she repeated every morning, trembling at the doubt of not receiving a “everything perfect, Grace” in response.

She needed to breathe and went down to get a coffee at the Starbucks on the corner. The owner was surprised to see her, normally one of the firm’s secretaries would come every morning for everyone’s drinks.

“Americano espresso, please,” she ordered without looking him in the face.

“Here you go, miss!” He winked.

The lawyer stoically endured the comment, barely raising her head to pay.

“No, no, the house is treating! I hope you come here more often!” the business owner assured, repeating the gesture again.

“Thank you,” was all she replied; “never again!” she said to herself while savoring the coffee. “Shit!” she continued after burning her tongue. “Damn mediocre!” that’s how she described her admirer.
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She quickly forgot about the burn. “What the hell!” she cursed when she identified Ledows in her office. Then, she dropped her drink.

“Miss Clare, are you alright? Don’t worry, I’ll take care of cleaning it up!” exclaimed good old Grace, worried to see the relentless lawyer so pale.

“I’m fine,” I lied, this time I didn’t even brush the hair from my face. “Too many people in the elevator,” was my excuse as I headed towards my boss.

“Did you forget to tell me something, Mr. Ledows?” I asked insecurely.

“How many years have you been working in this office, Clare?” he questioned, despite knowing the answer. I remember everything trembling, but I couldn’t let it show. “Is he firing me?”.

“Ten years, Mr. Ledows, ten years of intense work and learning.” I tried to lengthen the answer, buttering him up, to think about the next question, which I already guessed.

“Are you happy with us, Miss Starley?” This time he smiled, which didn’t bode well and didn’t clarify why the head of the firm was there either. He never descended from the heights.

“Very much, sir, how could I not be? I work in the best firm in the country.” It was hard for me to find the words he wanted to hear.

“And why do you want to leave us?” He launched this like a torpedo and it disconcerted me. “At least you could have told me!” Here he raised his tone too much, causing Grace to leave, who was around to clean up the mess.

“You son of a bitch!” I shouted as I stood up, sweeping all the papers that rested on my table and throwing them against the window. “Was it him, wasn’t it, Mr. Espstenson?” I leaned over my boss and rested my hands on the desk in a threatening attitude. It was the second time we were face to face that morning.
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John Ledows managed to dodge his lawyer and, leaning back, stood up very calmly; he announced that the client had expressed his preference not to be represented by a woman.

“In exchange, Espstenson offers you a position in one of his companies with a juicy salary. Of course, you have accepted.”

Clare realized that her boss’s treatment of her had become hierarchical after the outburst. The ‘usted’ [formal you] had stayed.

“That’s not true, sir!” I replied in a more pleading attitude than usual for me. “It was he who was surprised that the firm sent a woman to defend him, considering the charges against him,” I added sharply, trying to justify myself.

“So, are you willing to accept this case?” Ledows wanted a concrete answer, as shown by the arching of his eyebrows.

“Of course, tomorrow I will return to the correctional facility and make it clear to my client that Clare Starley never abandons a case!” I affirmed, aware of how difficult it was going to be to seem angry in front of my Geoff. She didn’t know it, but she already adored him.

Once she was alone, she realized that it would be difficult for her to work in her office. She was the talk of the firm and she hated herself for it. After going to the bathroom to freshen her face, forgetting about her expensive Dior makeup, she rinsed her hands, which were still sticky with coffee; she decided to put all the documentation of the Espstenson case in her briefcase and leave for home. She diverted the phone to her mobile and took the laptop. She warned the secretaries that she would work from there. She wasn’t feeling well.

She didn’t have to offer many explanations, given the spectacle she had staged. She grabbed her bag; brushed her hair back (this time she wasn’t lying), glanced at the simpletons of her colleagues after wishing them a good day and left the premises. It was sunny and not cold, so she preferred to walk home. She had three blocks to go and with heels it would take longer, but she needed to breathe. She hadn’t done it for hours.
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