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first-person narrative keeps the reader on edge until the last
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Row is a gripping and fast-paced ‘whodunit’ reminiscent of
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Chapter
1

 


I knew it was going to be a bad
Monday when I opened the door to my office and found my boss,
Jonathan Simpson, slumped in my captain’s chair, naked, with his
throat cut from ear to ear.

My initial reaction was to carry
his limp carcass to his office on Mahogany Row. As I considered
moving his body, my secretary came up behind me, her scream echoing
down the hallowed hallways of Ashley Stepford &
Simpson.

I walked into the office and
faced my boss, or what was left of him. Jonathan Simpson had been a
handsome man. The remnants of his good looks were evident: deep-set
blue eyes, high cheekbones, and a strong chin. Even his tan had not
yet succumbed to the pasty pallor of death. He had been quite the
ladies’ man in his younger days. Now in his sixties, rumor had it
he still allowed his smaller head to control his larger one. His
silver hair was fluffed out in an Einstein-like fringe. His head
was tilted back; his blue eyes wide open, staring at the fake
mahogany ceiling fan. His tongue, purple and bloated, hung out of
his mouth like one of his expensive Cuban cigars. Fresh blood
seeped out of the gaping slash across his throat and dripped down
his hairy chest to his groin. His penis was smaller than I would
have imagined. His trousers and boxer shorts were wrapped around
his ankles. The late, great Jonathan Simpson, Esquire, Attorney
Extraordinaire—now corpse a la mode.

One by one, a crowd gathered
outside my office. Roger Ashley, the “Ashley” of Ashley Stepford
& Simpson, studied the scene with a cool detachment. Stepford
passed away several years earlier. Simpson’s demise would leave
Ashley the undisputed lord of the manor.

“Don’t touch
anything, Mark,” he said. “The police are on the way.” He turned to
the crowd of onlookers. “We should all get on with our business,
people.” Translation: You all should get back to work making money
for the firm. Even the death of a senior partner would not stop the
billable-hour machine.

Even though Ashley didn’t hold a
candle to Simpson in the looks department, the man had presence. He
was huge, over six feet, and carried two hundred pounds on his
large frame. His voice was deep and authoritative. When he spoke,
people listened. The crowd and their hushed murmurs dispersed. No
doubt the death scene would serve as excellent water-cooler fodder
for weeks to come.

I went to my file cabinet in the
corner of the room and pulled out the Candle file. Since there
wasn’t anything I could do about Simpson, I figured I’d bill time.
The Candle file could use additional hours anyway. It was an old
Southgate case; one I had inherited from Simpson who, in turn, had
inherited it from Ashley. Where old cases were concerned,
inheritance by associates was the principal way of
disposition.

An hour later my secretary, Mary,
found me in a carrel in the library abstracting a set of
depositions. My billing pad lay by the file. Although I could have
had my junior associate, Russ Barrett, or a paralegal abstract
them, I needed the billable hours.

Some clients would object to
paying a senior associate’s rates for summarizing transcripts. But
this was a Southgate case. Southgate was an insurance company, one
of the largest in North America. It was also the firm’s biggest
client. The empire of Ashley Stepford & Simpson was built on
the hundreds of files Southgate sent it. If you were going to whack
a case for billable hours, Southgate was a good place to
start.

“The police want to
see you in Mr. Ashley’s office,” Mary said. She was a plain woman,
not overly conscientious or friendly. She had worked for me for
eight years, and I’d yet to establish any sort of rapport with her,
business or otherwise.

“Fine.” I noted my
time sheet, packed up my papers and headed for Mahogany
Row.

Mahogany Row was the name given
to the wing of the firm housing the senior partners. Spacious
corner offices lined with mahogany wood, plush pile carpeting, and
expansive views of New York City stood in stark contrast to the
graves they called offices used by the associates of the firm,
those revenue-generating people also known as slaves. I was a
senior associate, but that just meant I was a slave with a few
perks—like not working Sundays anymore.

The wing was crowded. A detective
ushered me to Roger Ashley’s corner office. I passed Simpson’s
office on the way. I saw a forensics team at work within its
mahogany confines. Simpson’s secretary, Miranda, waved as I
passed.

“How you holdin’ up?”
I asked.

She averted her face, wiping away
tears. “As well as can be expected,” she managed to say.

“I understand. I know
you two were really close. It’s unbelievable.”

“Yes,” she
agreed.

Miranda was a pretty,
African-American divorcee. She had big, almond-shaped, brown eyes
and high-arching eyebrows. The picture of her ten-year-old son,
Matthew Derek, lay face down on her desk. I picked up the picture
and placed it upright. “How’s Matthew?”

She looked at me. “What did you
say?”

“Your son, Matthew.
How’s he doing?”

“Okay,” she mumbled
amid sobs, discomfited by the question.

Perhaps my detachment over our
boss was disconcerting.

“Mr.
McCoy?”

I about-faced. A detective was
standing in the doorway to Ashley’s office. “This way, please. Come
with me. We have a number of people to interview and we’d like to
keep this moving along.”

“Yeah, sure.” I
turned to Miranda. “I’ll talk to you later.”

She nodded and retreated behind
her desk to add to a rapidly-growing pile of used
tissues.

I entered the office and stood
across from a dour-faced detective. I figured I wouldn’t be there
long enough to have to sit down—or at least I’d hoped.

The detective looked as if he
came out of central casting: trench coat, rumpled polyester sports
jacket, and unfiltered cigarettes. He was stocky, with stubby,
little fingers and dirty, yellow fingernails. He also was missing a
neck. I watched the ashes fall from his cigarette onto Ashley’s
pristine mahogany desk. A shock of silver hair dribbled over his
craggy, wrinkled forehead.

“I’m Detective
Gallagher,” he said almost absentmindedly as he was studying papers
in front of him. “I’d like to ask you a few questions and then
maybe have you sign a statement.”

“Sure.”

Gallagher shifted the paperwork
on the desk. “You worked for the deceased, is that
correct?”

“Yeah.”

“He was your boss?”
He gave me a cursory once-over and a lungful of smoke. There was no
smoking on Mahogany Row or anywhere in the office for that
matter—it was the law—but I wasn’t going to challenge his
authority, plus I needed to make nice if I was ever getting out of
there.

“I was assigned to
his group,” I said.

He looked into my eyes for the
first time. I saw years of late-night paperwork and bureaucratic
weariness in his bloodshot corneas. I also saw something
else—penetrating, coal-black eyes.

I assumed the pecking order of a
large law firm would be beyond the ken of a public Dick, so I tried
to make it easy for him. That was my first mistake.

“A large law firm,” I
began, “like this one, is departmentalized.”

He stared at me,
unblinking.

“The firm is broken
down into groups,” I continued. “I was in Simpson’s group. So,
being a member of his group, I worked directly for him.”

He wiped a hand over the bumpy
mound of flesh that served as his nose and snorted like a pig. I
couldn’t tell if this was an investigative tactic or if he was a
classless slob.

“Is that a ‘yes’?” he
grunted.

“Yeah. That’s a yes,”
I said.

“You were directly
under him?” Another snort.

“In a manner of
speaking.” The redundant questions and his slow monotone were dead
giveaways that this indeed was going to be a long night. I decided
I’d better take a seat.

“Was he your
superior?”

“He was the partner
in charge of my group.”

A vein suddenly bulged on
Gallagher’s temple. “Look, Counselor, I’m not cross examining you .
. . yet. Was he your boss or not?”

My blood pressure began to rise.
“Yes,” I responded with more than an edge in my voice. This was
unreal. I couldn’t imagine how I hadn’t been clear.

“Thank you.” He
returned his attention to the papers. “Did you guys get
along?”

“Yeah,
sure.”

“How so?”

“We had a solid,
business relationship.”

Another lungful of smoke in my
face. “Solid,” he mimicked.

“Yes,” I
replied.

He studied my face for a long
moment. “Was there ever any ill will between you and
Simpson?”

“Absolutely not,” I
responded.

“Any
friction?”

It was my turn to be dissembling.
“What do you mean by ‘friction’?”

The detective didn’t miss a beat.
“It’s a simple question, Counselor. Hard feelings, hate, loathing,
scorn, prejudice—”

“Prejudice?” I asked,
surprised.

“Yeah, prejudice. Did
you ever feel Simpson treated you in a prejudicial manner—maybe
because he was Protestant and you are Irish Catholic? You are Irish
Catholic, aren’t you?”

“What makes you think
so?”

“Takes one to know
one.” The exhaled smoke hung above us like a cloying
halo.

“Detective, the days
of prejudice in the workplace are over—at least at this firm.
Ashley Stepford & Simpson is a vocal advocate for equal
opportunity employment—”

“Answer my question.
Are you Irish Catholic?”

By now, my blood pressure was
ceiling-high. “Yeah,” I responded.

“How many
Irish-Catholic partners does the firm have?”

“I don’t
know.”

Gallagher leaned back in his
chair, steepling his fingers, the cigarette dangling from his
bloodless lips. “You don’t know the nationalities of the partners
in your firm?”

“It’s a huge firm.
I’ve never considered them all.” My second mistake.

“I did, simply by
reviewing the masthead on the firm’s stationery. It took me all of
a minute. Did you know there are no Irish-Catholic partners? There
are no female, African-American, or Hispanic partners
either.”

“Did you get their
genders and race from the masthead as well, or were you just
spitballing based on the sound of surnames?”

“I double-checked
with the managing partner.”

“The groups you
mentioned are represented in our associate population and it’s only
a matter of time before some of those people make
partner.”

“What about this
tenure thing you guys have?”

“You mean
partnership?”

“Yeah, that’s it.
You’re not a partner.”

Although Gallagher’s statement
wasn’t a question, I felt it needed a response.

“No, I’m not a
partner yet. I’m a senior associate. I’m up for partnership this
year.”

“What happens if an
associate doesn’t make partner?”

“They’re asked to
leave.”

Gallagher was surprised. He
rocked forward, the black eyes intent. “You mean, that’s it? A
person can work eight years and it’s over just like that? They kick
you out on your ass?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay, let me get
this straight. You have to work your tail off for eight years to be
considered for partnership. After eight years they can say ‘Take a
hike’ and that’s it. No severance . . . no nothing.”

“That’s correct.
That’s how it works. We all know what we are getting into when we
enter this business.”

“That doesn’t seem
fair at all.”

“Life’s not fair. But
that’s how the system works.”

“How about you? Do
you think you’ll make partner?”

Partnership is a sensitive
subject, especially for an eight-year senior associate teetering on
the edge. “What does this have to do with Simpson’s
murder?”

Gallagher’s right silver eyebrow
arched. “Who said it was murder?”

My third mistake. I felt as if
I’d been snared by the proverbial trick question, ‘How many times
do you beat your wife?’

“Well, it had to be
murder.”

“Why?” Now both
silver eyebrows pointed toward heaven.

“Logic,” I said, with
that edge creeping back into my voice. “I don’t see how he could
possibly slit his own throat.”

“I’ll keep that in
mind. But about this partnership thing. Do you think you’re going
to make it?” The black eyes narrowed to pupils.

“Of course,” I said.
“I’m counting on partnership. Now can you tell me what this has to
do with Simpson’s demise?”

He scratched his head and rubbed
his fleshy jowls. “Counselor, I have a dead guy on my hands and few
clues. He was found in your office. I’m following leads. Right now
you are my best one.”

“Me?”

“You were his
personal—”

“Protege—”

“Flunky. I found out
from the scuttlebutt that you two weren’t on good terms. I heard
you left his office screaming at the top of your lungs two days
ago.”

“We were arguing over
a case. Attorneys argue all the time over case management. It’s no
big deal. We had lots of . . . creative differences.”

“So many that he
advised the Executive Committee of this firm to deny you
partnership?”

“What?” I was
incredulous.

“I have his letter,”
he continued. He tapped a piece of paper on top of a pile on the
desk. “He didn’t think you were partnership material. Thought the
firm was better off without you. Wanna read it?” He floated the
page in front of my face.

I grabbed it and forced my eyes
over its contents.

MEMO

TO: EXECUTIVE
COMMITTEE

FROM: JONATHAN SIMPSON

RE: PARTNERSHIP CANDIDATE—MARK
MCCOY

Mark McCoy’s overall performance
at the firm has been unsatisfactory. I cannot, in good conscience,
recommend Partnership —Jonathan Simpson

Eight years of hard work
destroyed in two sentences.

“Where’d you get
this?”

“I wish I could say
it was by astute investigative work but we don’t operate that fast.
It was lying on top of the desk in plain view.”

Simpson’s words repeated over and
over in my head. “I cannot, in good conscience, recommend
Partnership . . .”

Gallagher sat there, staring. I
felt his eyes burning into me. I handed the memo back to him. He
didn’t take it and the paper ended up drifting back down onto the
rest of the stack.

“I don’t know what to
say,” I managed to get out.

“It comes as a shock?
His recommendation?”

“A big
one.”

“No idea about the
memo or the negative recommendation?”

“That’s
correct.”

“I see.” He snubbed
the last of his cigarette on Ashley’s crystal paperweight and
washed his face in his hands. “And now for the key
question.”

“Yeah?”

“Where were you last
night?”

“Am I a
suspect?”

“Everybody’s a
suspect.”

“Then you should
speak to my attorney.”

Gallagher snorted. “Have him give
me a call. Here’s my card.” His stubby fingers dug into his pockets
until he found a crumpled, soiled business card. He tossed it on
the blotter.

I picked it up and rose to
leave.

“I didn’t say you
were dismissed.” His tone was razor-sharp. “I’ll let you know when
I’m finished.”

I slid back down into the
chair.

“You didn’t answer my
question, Counselor. Where were you last night?”

“I was
home.”

“All
night?”

“Yes.”

“I just have one more
question?”

“Yes?”

“Why was Simpson
found dead in your office?”

“I have no
idea.”

“Don’t you think it’s
odd that in a firm of this size, with over two hundred attorneys
and three hundred offices, he ends up dead in your
office?

“I couldn’t
say.”

“Does he routinely
visit your office?”

“He visits all of the
attorneys within his group.”

“But he wound up dead
in your office. Was there anything special about your
office?”

I knew he was trying to rattle
me. I had to stay cool and detached. “I know he liked the
view.”

He resumed shuffling papers.
“Okay, Funny Man,” he mumbled. “You can go.”

I stood, and started toward the
door.

“Oh, and
McCoy?”

I stopped. “Now what?”

“You’re not planning
any vacations, are you?”

 



Chapter
2

 


I needed space after my meeting
with Gallagher, so I took up residence in the rear stall of the
men’s room to consider my situation. I wasn’t a smoker, but somehow
I felt hungry for a cigarette.

Through the crack between the
door and stall, I could see two attorneys, David Bregman and Russ
Barrett, standing in front of the urinals. Bregman started at the
firm the same year I did. Barrett was only two years out of law
school and had been assigned to me.

“What a day. I can’t
believe it,” Barrett said.

“Too bad it was only
Simpson,” Bregman responded, shaking himself. “The firm could lose
a few more partners, especially on Mahogany Row.” He zipped his
pants. “I guess old man Simpson finally stuck it in the wrong
hole.”

“I wonder what McCoy
will do,” Barrett said, zipping up.

“Look for another
job—that is if he’s not doing time. Named partners don’t wind up
dead in their estranged senior associate’s office without good
cause.”

“I hear that. Old man
Simpson hated McCoy.”

“Well—it’s a
promotion for you, Barrett. It’s only a matter of time before McCoy
is history.”

“I hope I don’t get
bombarded with McCoy’s dog cases.”

“Does McCoy have a
lot of dogs?” Bregman asked.

“I can hear his files
barking on the next floor,” Barrett said.

“If it weren’t for
those dogs, this wouldn’t be one of the fastest growing firms in
the country. Hey, maybe you’ll get lucky and inherit his Southgate
files. You can ring the cash register on those suckers.”

“I hate to be
associated with insurance defense. I’d rather work for Jefferson in
securities, or for Wesley in corporate.”

“Look at it this way,
Russ, with McCoy out of the way, you’ll have less competition in
your group. One less obstacle on the road to Partnership. Besides,
you’re Ashley’s boy. He’s been your Rabbi from the beginning. McCoy
was a lone wolf. He was going nowhere on fast wheels.” They laughed
and walked out. Neither washed his hands.

I leaned against the door,
feeling the cool metal against my forehead. So it was common
knowledge; I was history. I must have been the talk of the firm.
Everyone knew it, even my junior associate. Everyone that is,
except for me.

I sat there feeling damn sorry
for myself.

After about ten minutes, I pulled
myself together and left the john. Stares and whispers followed me
as I walked the corridor to my wing.

Nothing like being a marked
man.

Sherry Rainey rushed out of the
file room as I passed. The look of concern was genuine.

“Mark? Are you okay?
I came in late. I heard the news.”

Sherry was wearing a white blouse
and a short, black skirt with vents and black nylon stockings.
Shoulder-length dark brown hair framed an exotic, picture-perfect
face. Sherry was half-Scottish, half-Hawaiian. The Scottish part of
her was evident in her deep green eyes and long lashes; the
Hawaiian in her high cheekbones and olive complexion. She could
have been a model in another life. In this one, she was a fixture
in the secretarial pool. She started at the firm right out of
secretarial school, which placed her in my thirty-something
ballpark.

Today she looked good. Real
good.

“I’m fine,” I
said.

Sherry had one fatal flaw:
married partners. Her hopes of a budding legal career were
destroyed long ago by doomed illicit affairs. A target for the
firm’s gossip mills, she was forever relegated to the third seat in
the secretarial pool. Maybe it was because I didn’t get hung up on
the little things; that I respected her as a person that we became
good friends.

“If you need to talk,
give me a call.”

“Thanks. I may do
that.”

I continued down the
senior-associate hallway to my office. The police were still there
doing what they do at murder scenes. When they saw me in the
doorway, they stopped.

“Can I help you?”
asked one of the police technicians. He was dusting my desk for
fingerprints.

“It’s my office,” I
said.

They stared at me
nonplused.

“I was wondering if I
could take some files home.”

“Afraid not,” said
the technician. “We’ll let you know when you can.”

The thought of not billing hours
was foreign. I felt adrift in a sea of unfamiliarity. “But I have
to work on them,” I persisted. If I didn’t have my files, how could
I bill my twelve hours a day?

“We’ll let you know,”
the technician said again. “Everything in this office is evidence
in a murder investigation.”

That was it. I was dismissed by a
fingerprint-duster.

I walked past reception to the
elevator bank and took one of them down to the lobby. The firm was
safely ensconced in the seven upper floors of the Graybar Building
on Lexington Avenue. The building was conveniently attached to
Grand Central Terminal. I walked through the main concourse and,
probably for the first time, took a real look at the place. It’s
amazing to think I could take the same route to and from work for
eight years and not notice my surroundings. I never looked at the
dome of the station. It was tremendous. I stood there, a few feet
from the information booth, and stared at the artwork etched into
the giant ceiling. Light bulbs, posing as stars, punctuated the
points of the constellations. There was Orion the Hunter and both
Dippers, big and small, and a hundred others I didn’t
recognize.

“Beautiful, isn’t
it?” a strange voice asked.

A homeless man stood in front of
me. A filthy windbreaker covered an even filthier tuxedo shirt. His
baggy, torn jeans stopped short at two mismatched shoes. It was
almost impossible to see where shaggy black hair ended and a black
beard began; both were oily and matted. His age was indeterminable.
To say he was homeless may have been inaccurate. I was certain he
lived here, one of the many denizens of the terminal itself, an
inhabitant of the labyrinth of tunnels under the railroad
tracks.

“She’s a beauty,” he
said, grinning.

“Are you talking to
me?” I asked, disturbed over the intrusion of privacy by this
weirdo.

“I don’t see anyone
else in front of me.”

Great, a smart-ass
bum.

“What are you talking
about?” I asked, losing patience.

He spread his arms in a grand
gesture. “I’m talking about the sky.”

“Excuse me.” I tried
to pass, but he blocked me.

“You’re one of the
lawyers, aren’t you?”

“What?”

He wiped a grimy shirt sleeve
over his mouth. “You’re a lawyer in the Graybar
building.”

“How do you know
that?”

“I know everything
there is to know about this place. Did you know that this structure
was designed by Whitney Warren in 1907?”

“I have to go.” I
tried to get around him, but he stepped in front of me
again.

“It’s a notable
example of the beaux-arts style of architecture. Wouldn’t you
agree?”

“I don’t know
anything about architecture,” I said, still attempting to sidestep
him.

“God is in the
details.”

“What?”

Now it was the weirdo’s turn to
lose patience. “God is in the details. Mies van der Rohe, the
architect, said it. Did you know that?”

“No, I’m sorry. Now,
can you please get out of my way?”

“People think
Einstein said it, but it was really Mies van der Rohe.”

“Out of my way,” I
said, injecting venom into my voice.

His eyes softened. The rebuff
brought tears. “Can you help an old Gulf War vet? I was
twice-decorated.”

I was furious. Using my shoulder
as a battering ram, I pushed past him as hard as I could. He fell
down easily. I didn’t look back.

“Bastard!” he
screamed. “You’ll get yours. You’ll see; revenge is
coming!”

I hurried through the concourse
to the steps leading up to the terminal bar. I stepped inside and
ordered a double vodka on the rocks. The bum was gone, vanished
into the bowels of Grand Central.

I downed the drink and tapped my
glass for another.

I drank the second vodka faster
than the first. The liquor hit quickly and I felt a
buzz.

When the bartender came to refill
my glass a third time, he studied me.

“Everything jake.
Mate?”

I smiled. Oh good, a quaint
Australian.

“Sure,” I replied,
rolling with my mid-day buzz. “What could possibly be wrong? I
mean, I lost my job, a sizable paycheck and probably my career. Oh,
and I may have to do time for murdering my boss. But other than
that, things are fine. Everything’s jake. But I’m sure you hear
stuff like this all day long.”

“Well, Mate, matter
of fact, I do. Things are tough all over. One third of the blokes
who pass through this place are unemployed and the other third are
about to be.”

“And the last
third?”

“They’re the escaped
murderers.”

He laughed at his own joke. The
bartender was stocky and muscular. He had a beet-red complexion,
rugged features, and long, curly blond hair that reached his
shoulders. His teeth were huge and white. A diamond stud sparkled
in his left earlobe. A “Botany Bay” tattoo twisted around a slave
ship on his right forearm.

“My boss died,” I
said.

“Too bad.” He set up
two shot glasses in front of me and filled them. “Let’s drink to
the poor bloke.”

“He was an
asshole.”

“Let’s drink to his
death.”

“He was murdered,” I
said, on the verge of slurring my words.

The bartender offered a blinding
smile as he raised one of the shot glasses. “Then let’s drink to
his killer.” He downed it in one gulp.

I picked up the shot glass and
followed suit. Whatever was in it burned my gullet as it headed for
my stomach. I coughed and sputtered. The bartender laughed and hit
me on the chest.

“That’ll put some
hair there, aye, Mate?”

“The police think I
killed him,” I said, laughing and coughing so hard, I doubled over
the bar and almost fell off the stool.

I realized I was the only one
laughing. I pulled myself together and looked up. The bartender
half-frowned.

“Did you have a
motive?”

“About eight years’
worth of motives.”

“Did you have the
opportunity to kill him?”

“If you mean, do I
have an airtight alibi; no, I don’t.”

He thought about this for a
moment. “Tell me one more thing. Are you glad he’s
dead?”

“Happier than a pig
in shit.”

He gave me a buy back and a piece
of his mind. “Well, mate, I think you better find yourself a good
lawyer.”

 



Chapter
3

 


Assistant District Attorney Tom
Macy studied me from across the table. “You ready to
talk?”

I downed the cup of coffee. It
was my third. I returned Macy’s gaze. He was blond and
good-looking, a Nordic-type. Deep-blue eyes, fair complexion, and
strong features.

He was my best friend from law
school.

“I need another cup
of coffee,” I said, trying to disperse the cobwebs in my
brain.

“I think you’re sober
enough now to tell me what’s going on.” Tom was never one to bandy
with words. That’s one of the reasons he was a good trial
attorney.

Although the three cups of coffee
and the train ride to Westchester had a sobering effect, I was
still a bit foggy from the liquor.

Tom Macy was an ADA for
Westchester County. He came from a long line of ADAs. His father
and grandfather were both ADAs in the Bronx. Tom landed his job
right out of law school. I went for the bucks; he went for the
glory. He owned a two-bedroom co-op in White Plains, drove a
foreign car, and rented a weekend summer place on Long Island. He
dated sparingly, preferring to focus on his career. He had the one
thing that I always had aspired to have but never could: a
pedigree.

We sat in a coffee shop by the
White Plains Metro North train station. I called him from Grand
Central and told him I was in major trouble and I needed his
advice. He met me at the station with a very large cup of black
coffee.

“You must be in
deep,” he said, trying to coax it out of me. “I haven’t seen you
this trashed since the day we celebrated our final exam in
Constitutional Law. I never saw anyone hug a toilet for two entire
days.”

I chuckled as the repressed
memory forced itself into my consciousness. “It was only because
the porcelain felt so cool against my skin.”

It was Tom’s turn to chuckle. He
was a true Gemini. He could be gentle and solicitous—like now—or
slash you like a razor-sharp scalpel, able to brutally dissect a
witness under the guise of cross-examination. He was the first
person I met in law school and we became fast friends. We ended up
roommates and study group partners.

I told Tom everything, from the
moment I stepped into my office and found Simpson’s body to my
conversation with Detective Gallagher. He remained silent
throughout the entire recap. Even when I was finished, he remained
silent, his clear, blue eyes staring right through me.

“What do you think?”
I asked. “How deep am I?”

“Where were you last
night?” he asked, his voice barely above a whisper. He looked
around the coffee shop to ensure there were no
eavesdroppers.

“You’re making me
nervous.”

“Where were you last
night?” he repeated.

He was dissecting me with that
razor-sharp scalpel and I didn’t like it. “What’re you doing,
Tommy?”

“Where were you last
night?” The same question, the same monotone, the same underlying
edge. I was seeing the trial attorney at work. His associates
called him the “surgeon.” I now understood why.

“Is this a
cross-examination? What do my whereabouts have to do with
anything?”

“Everything.”

“So I am a prime
suspect.”

He leaned back in his chair.
“You’re a prime suspect.”

I sighed. It was all out in the
open. Tom was confirming the obvious.

“What do I
do?”

Tom took a long sip of coffee.
Finally he blurted, “You’re putting me in an awkward position,
Mark.”

I was stunned. “What do you
mean?”

“I’m an ADA. You’re a
prime suspect in a pending murder case. I shouldn’t discuss
anything with you. I can’t give you any advice.”

All the years we’d spent together
as friends couldn’t change the fact that Tom Macy was, first and
foremost, a prosecutor.

“Are you joking? What
does a Westchester ADA have to do with a Manhattan
case?”

My indignation was wasted on him.
He said in his practiced monotone, “You know Westchester and
Manhattan are contiguous territories. There may come a time in the
case when Westchester becomes involved in some way. I can’t take a
chance by advising a suspect and then risk being disqualified at a
later date. It’s a conflict of interest.”

“Conflict of
interest? What’re you talking about? We’re friends—at least I
thought we were.”

He sighed and put his face in his
hands. “I can’t believe you would put me in this
position.”

“Thanks for nothing.”
I started to get up, but he reached across the table and grabbed my
arm.

“Mark, wait a minute.
Did the detective ask about your father?”

“There’s no reason
why he would.” My father was a skeleton in my closet.

“Does the firm know
about your dad?”

“No.”

He reached into his pocket and
pulled out a pack of business cards. He flipped through, selected
one and slid it across the table. I looked at it.

ADAM HERSKO

ATTORNEY AT LAW

There was a Yonkers address and
phone number.

“What’s this?” I
asked, picking up the card.

“It’s the solution to
your problem.”

“You’re referring me
to an attorney?”

“Not just any
attorney. He’s the best defense lawyer I know. A bit quirky, but
you’ll get used to it.”

“So this is it? This
is all you’re giving me?”

“I’ve already
compromised myself, Mark.”

I wanted to say, “Thanks for
nothing, you stuck-up sonofabitch.” But being the political animal
that I am, I bit my lip and held back.

“I have to hit the
head,” I said as I picked up the card and made my way to the
bathroom at the end of the coffee shop. The john was small, only
big enough for a toilet and a sink. A warped mirror rested on the
wall. The last occupant hadn’t flushed. I stood over the
questionably clean sink and splashed cold water on my face. I
looked into the mirror and saw a stranger staring back at me. My
dirty blond hair was matted and greasy. Dark circles threatened to
consume my light brown eyes. I already had a healthy five o’clock
shadow.

I had a flash—perhaps a
premonition—of me standing in front of a mirror in a prison cell.
Was I going to be following in my father’s footsteps? No, I vowed
never, ever to become anything resembling that man. I shuddered at
the thought and forced the image back into the dark recesses of my
mind.

I tossed Hersko’s card into the
toilet where it floated, face up, on a bright yellow
sea.
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4

 


Two Hispanic teens leered at me.
They got on the Number-six subway line at Grand Central. At 34th
Street, they sat across from me. One stared at my watch, the other
at my litigation bag.

After I left Tom in White Plains,
I jumped on Metro North heading to the city. At Grand Central, I
changed to the Number Six Lexington Avenue local. It was past rush
hour, so the trains were light.

At the 14th Street station, I
changed to the L train. My companions kept pace. When I stepped off
the train at First Avenue and headed into Alphabet City, they were
behind me.

I made it to 13th Street by the
Con Edison plant before they overtook me. The street was empty.
Despite the renovations in recent years, Loisaida, or, as it is
more commonly known, the Lower East Side, was still a dangerous
place to be alone on a dark street.

The taller of the two teens shot
past, turned and backed me into the Con Ed wall. The other teen
came up alongside. They hovered as I pressed my back against the
brick facade.

“Something I can do
for you guys?”

“Yeah, man, you can
give us your money and your watch,” the taller teen
said.

“And your bag,” the
other said.

“It’s not nice to
take someone else’s property,” I replied, a combination of sarcasm
and a slight edge creeping into my voice. “Why don’t we chalk this
up to a misunderstanding and go our own ways? No harm, no
foul.”

The other boy pulled out a
switchblade. “We can make this easy—or we can make this
hard.”

“Didn’t your mama
teach you not to be somewhere you don’t belong?” the taller toughie
asked.

“Easy, boys. Looks
can be deceiving.” Adrenaline surged through my body.

An off-duty cab passed by heading
for the FDR Drive. The cab driver looked over at what was going
down and turned away.

The taller teen watched it
disappear onto the ramp leading to the drive and then swung back to
me.

“Let’s go, man, the
money and the wallet.”

“And if I say, no?” I
asked, stalling, hoping for a patrol car to happen by.

The one with the knife waved it
in my face. “I’ll cut you.”

“Take it easy. I’ll
give you what you want.” I reached into my inside jacket pocket and
pulled out my wallet. Except for my credit cards, I carried only a
ten-dollar bill. The rest of my money was attached to a gold clip
in my pocket. I tossed the wallet to the taller teen who one-handed
it.

“The
watch!”

I undid my watch and tossed it to
the other teen.

“You got what you
want. Now let it go. Get out of here.”

The smaller one shouted:
“Callarte la boca! Shut your mouth!” He
reached out his hand. “Give me the bag.”

“Me
puedes tumbar. Pero me llevo un pedaso tuyo. You may take me
down, but I’m gonna take a piece of you.” I responded
back.

Using their native tongue
surprised them. I smelled the sweat on their bodies. And the
fear.

“Let’s go. We got
what we want,” the taller one said.

“Not until this wise
ass gives me the bag.” He waved the blade in the air.

A car passed heading for the
drive, its headlights catching the backs of the teens. It continued
to the entrance for the FDR heading north. If the driver saw what
was going down, he didn’t give a damn.

I usually did my best to avoid
confrontation, but now it was out of my hands. It was going to get
ugly.

“You want the bag?” I
asked.

“Give it here,” the
taller one said, his voice sounding more self-assured since it
appeared to him that victory was within reach.

“Here.” In one swift
motion, I brought the bag up into the jaw of the shorter teen. He
fell backward to the ground. I spun around, my leg lashing out,
connecting with the groin of the taller teen. He screamed and
grabbed his privates. My wallet dropped out of his hand as he
doubled over. I punched his face. There was a sickening crack as I
made contact with his nose. My knuckles exploded with
pain.

The boy toppled back against a
trashcan, but didn’t go all the way down. He spun around, pushed
off the ground with his hand and limped away.

I turned back to the shorter
teen. He was already on his feet, the knife in his hand.

“Estas muerto! You’re a dead man!” he said.

He slashed at the air, sending me
back against the wall.

I slipped my suit jacket off and
wrapped it around my left hand. He stabbed several more times, but
I was able to block the blows.

He lunged forward. I sidestepped,
catching his arm between both of mine, but not before his knife
sliced a piece of my side. As the pain ripped through my torso, I
grabbed his wrist, slid my other arm under his upper arm and, using
my weight, snapped his knife arm at the elbow joint. I don’t know
which was louder, the fracturing of his bone or his scream. The
knife fell to the ground.

Before I could disentangle
myself, he slammed me against the wall. He was like a wounded
animal, kicking and screaming. His knee found my ribs. His foot
slammed into my head. I covered up in time to block another kick.
My hands found the knife on the ground, but there was nothing I
could do as long as the blows continued.

The kicks to my head began to
exact a painful price. I was losing consciousness. As I peered
through the cracks between my fingers, the streetlights on Loisiada
became fluid and mixed with the spinning red, white and blue lights
of a passing police cruiser. And then blackness
descended.

~

“You’re lucky, Mr.
McCoy,” the resident said. “It could have been worse.”

“Yes,” I agreed.
“Just another day in paradise.”

I sat on a bed in Bellevue’s
emergency room. Dr. Kee scribbled notes on a chart. I peered over
it and saw him write T & R on the last line. Treated and
released.

“I’ll prescribe
something for the pain. You should see your doctor as soon as
possible.”

“Thank you,” I said,
my voice hoarse.

“The police are in
the outer office. They want to speak with you. It’s a good thing
they came along when they did.”

“Lucky me.” I
adjusted the dressing on my wounded side. A spot of blood was
beginning to spread through the gauze bandage.

“What were you doing
on the Lower East Side that time of night anyway?”

“Maybe he was
visiting.” The voice said from behind us. We both turned. Dr. Kee
didn’t recognize the rumpled figure in the doorway. But I did. It
was Detective Gallagher.

“Are you following
me?” I asked.

“Don’t flatter
yourself, McCoy. I heard about the mugging over the police band.
You’re like dog crap. You stink and you’re all over the
place.”

“And you’re like the
bad penny that turns up after you’ve already shot your wad and you
don’t need it anymore.”

“Cute.”

“Now what?” I
asked.

“Why don’t we take a
drive?”

“I don’t think I’m up
for a drive.”

Gallagher looked at Dr. Kee. “Is
he, Doc?”

“As far as I’m
concerned, he’s been treated and released. If you’ll excuse me, I
have more patients to see.”

“Where are we going?”
I asked, resigned to my fate.

“Why don’t we take a
drive back to Loisaida? I believe you have some unfinished business
in Alphabet City.”

I watched a smug smile spread
over his craggy face. He knew.

We didn’t say a word until he
pulled up in front of the apartment complex on 12th Street and
Avenue C.

“Can I invite you up
for coffee?” I asked, breaking the silence.

“We should ask your
mother if it’s okay with her.”

“How much do you
know?”

“Quite a bit
considering I’ve just met you. It seems your yuppie-lawyer act is
just that—an act. You grew up on the Lower East Side. Your father
was also a graduate of the bar, only an entirely different kind of
bar. He died of cirrhosis of the liver fifteen years ago in
Greenhaven State Prison where he was doing time for armed robbery.
What do you think so far?”

“Impressive,” I said.
I had underestimated the bedraggled detective. “What else do you
know?”

“Most of it I’d say.
You hid your roots. Your mother’s Puerto Rican. You grew up
Alphabet City. You went to public schools here in the city. Your
deadbeat parents couldn’t afford private schools. Too bad, too
because you have a genius IQ. You received an athletic
scholarship—track and field—to Fordham. You were pretty good with
your fists—a Golden Glove contender. You joined ROTC at college and
the government paid for law school after the Army.”

“Finished?”

“You made a damn good
attempt at reinventing yourself. I’ll give you that. But in the
end, you don’t mesh. You may have turned in your leather jacket for
a wool suit and your switchblade for a fountain pen, but you’ll
never be one of society’s chosen. You’ll always be a second-class
citizen, a half-breed, a kid looking in the candy-shop window at
all the goodies he knows he can never have.”

“Thank you for the
psychological profile. Are you done?”

“I haven’t even
started. Is that why you went to law school? Trying to make up for
having a convict father?”

The words cut me deeper than the
thug with the switchblade. I tried not to flinch, not to give up
anything. Gallagher was good; perceptive. I had to give him
that.

“Look, Gallagher, you
don’t know shit.”

“I think I
do.”

“I did try out for
the Golden Gloves, but I got the crap kicked out of me. It taught
me that I didn’t like having my face used as a punching bag. So I’m
not a fighter. I avoid confrontation whenever possible. The only
thing you are right about is that I am a helluva lot smarter than
you.”

A broad smile slowly spread over
his craggy face. “I have a feeling I just scratched your surface,
McCoy. Yeah, I’m just seeing the tip of the iceberg. I wonder what
lies beneath? I betcha it’s a doozy.”

“Don’t strain that
blue-collar brain of yours, Detective. I may be a smart guy, but I
lead a pretty boring life.”

“We’ll see, McCoy.
I’ll be watching. You can count on that.”
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5

 


I awoke to the smell of bacon. My
mother’s humming of some familiar Spanish tune made me feel as if
I’d gone back in time to my childhood.

I sat up. And then it hit me, a
sledgehammer crashing into my side and chest. I collapsed back
against the pillows, holding my breath until the pain subsided. The
medication I had taken the night before had worn off. I sat up
again, slowly this time, careful not to ruffle any damaged parts. I
looked at the clock on the nightstand next to the bed. The LED
display said 9:40 a.m. I haven’t slept that late on a weekday
morning for eight years.

I swung my legs over the bed. My
pants were on the floor. I slipped them on. My tee shirt was also
on the floor as was my hundred-percent cotton shirt, my tie and
suit jacket. I wiggled into the tee shirt. As I rose to my feet, my
mother appeared in the doorway.

“Look who’s finally
up. I was afraid I might have to eat breakfast alone.” My mother
was her usual cheery self.

“Good morning,” I
grumbled.

“How do you feel?”
Before I could answer, she said, “You look terrible. Are you
calling in sick today? Do you want me to do it?”

My mother didn’t know anything
about Simpson or the fact that I hadn’t made partner. I’d only told
her about the mugging.

“They work you too
hard at that place. You haven’t had a vacation in eight years. I’m
sure the other lawyers take time off. You know, you have to take
care of yourself. If you don’t, nobody else will.”

And on she went, non-stop, in
that motherly, overbearing way until I finally escaped into the
shower.

“Do you want me to
call in sick for you? I can email your boss. Hattie Moses next door
is giving me lessons on the computer you bought me last
Christmas.”

“Hattie’s still
alive? She must be in her eighties.”

“And what’s wrong
with that? She took a night class at the high school. She is—what
do the young ones call it?—tech savvy. So do you want me to email
Mr. Simpson? That is your boss, right?

“I’ll do it.” I
devoured four strips of bacon and then worked on the scrambled
eggs. It was the greasy-spoon special.

“Want anything
else?”

“No. Thanks,
Mama.”

My mother took a seat. She held a
cup of tea and sipped it as she watched me scarf down the rest of
the eggs.

“Is something
bothering you?”

“I told you, I’m
fine.”

“Your father would be
so proud of you. He wanted you to amount to something.”

I reached for more coffee. The
we’re-so-proud-of-you speech was about to rear its ugly head. It
became part of my mother’s lexicon after I graduated law
school.

“Your father had
faults, may he rest in peace. But he was a sick man. He wasn’t all
bad—”

“Tell that to the gas
station attendant he robbed at gun point.”

“He was drunk as a
skunk. And the gun wasn’t even loaded. He’d never hurt anybody. He
wanted the best for both of us.” Unconditional forgiveness was my
mother’s best trait.

I knew I had to capitulate about
my father. She wouldn’t let up until I did. It was an old, familiar
routine. “I know he did, Ma,” I said, forcing the words I obviously
didn’t believe.

I looked at her. She was a young
seventy—spry, energetic, and independent. So unlike my father. They
always were so very different from one another, but she was there
for him through it all.

He was cursed with cancer,
emphysema and alcoholism. He decided to drink himself to death
rather than let the other two diseases ravage him. It was during
one of his drunken binges that he tried to rob a gas station with
an unloaded gun. A souvenir from his two tours in Vietnam where
he’d won a Purple Heart. By the time he was sent to Greenhaven
State Prison, the alcohol abuse had taken its toll on his liver.
Contrary to my father’s expectations, the withdrawal combined with
the cirrhosis was a slow, painful death.

I never went to the funeral. As
far as I was concerned, my father died the day the bottle took
over.

Back then, the good guys wore
white collars and silk ties, pushed pencils across desks, lived in
balloon-mortgaged homes and drove nice cars. They didn’t live in
Alphabet City, get tanked every night or rob gas
stations.

I didn’t inherit my mother’s
forgiving nature. Instead I chose to learn the hard way. I blamed
my father for being on the lower rung of the socio-economic strata.
Gallagher was right. I used to stand in front of those white-picket
fences and big houses and wonder what it would be like to live a
“normal” life inside one of them. There were times when I thought I
was a changeling.

“I’m worried about my
future with the firm,” I said, playing with the crumbs on my
plate.

“What do you mean?
Did something happen?”

“Nah. It’s just that
partnership is so competitive. There’s a chance I won’t make
it.”

“Are you kidding?
You’re the best lawyer there. They’ll make you a
partner.”

“That’s not the
point. Even Ivy-League attorneys are denied partnerships. It’s just
a fact of the marketplace.”

“You have to make
partner. You put eight years of your life—your blood, sweat and
tears—into that place!”

“It doesn’t matter.
They don’t care.”
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