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Praise for

A World I Never Made

“I picked up A World I Never Made and was riveted from start to finish. An adventure to places both exotic and intimate, told with great sensitivity, inventive plotting, and propulsive suspense. Jim LePore is a great discovery.”

- William Landay, author of  
The Strangler

 

“A World I Never Made is an outstanding first novel, and a wonderful thriller. The story moves very quickly, almost to the point that the reader feels as if they’ll miss something if they put the book down even for a moment . . . I’m looking forward to James LePore’s next work; this one was a gripping read that I would recommend to anyone.”

- Blogcritics

 

“A compelling page-turner--one of those wonderful books with characters as strong as the story and a story worth reading. Don’t miss it.”

- M.J. Rose, author of  
The Memorist

 

“I highly recommend this compelling suspense story filled with vivid characters and haunting storylines. A story that will stay with the reader long after the final page.”

- Bella Online

 

“Nothing could have torn my attention away from this story.  A World I Never Made by James LePore is a must read for thriller fans!”

- Cheryl’s Book Nook

 

“The plot of this intriguing, suspenseful novel is taut, moves rather rapidly, and mesmerizes the reader with each new complex, mysterious detail. James LePore knows how to spin an international thriller tale that slowly reveals an inner, fascinating depth to each character and to the developing connections between each and all. Well, well-done, James LePore!”

- Crystal Reviews 

 

“Author James LePore has created a remarkable, gripping tale of suspense in his debut novel. A World I Never Made is filled with strong, vividly described international characters to whom the reader will quickly form an attachment, all the while being transported through wonderfully described exotic lands. The combination creates an atmosphere of breathless suspense affording readers a desire to continue reading up until the thrilling, yet tender, conclusion.”

- Feathered Quill Book 
Reviews

 

“The suspense will keep you white-knuckled as the plot unfolds with plenty of depth and intelligence. In fact, A World I Never Made kept me so enthralled that I simply didn’t want it to end. So if you’re looking for a new author who can knock you breathless with a clever thriller, James LePore is the one to pick.”

- Nights and Weekends

 

“The key to this exciting thriller is the cast, especially the Nolan father and daughter . . . fans will enjoy this one sitting suspense thriller.” - The Mystery Gazette

- The Mystery Gazette

 

“James LePore writes in an exciting and most readable style. He is an artist at building the suspense as the story progresses to its ultimate conclusion. There is just enough doubt about the possible outcomes to keep the reader wondering and turning pages. A World I Never Made is a fine tale filled with love, adventure, mystery and suspense.”

- Mainly Mysteries

 

“A carefully crafted, well written book with a rich cast of characters and a plot as complicated and convoluted as the characters themselves.”

- Reader Views

 

“An unputdownable novel.”

- Everything Distills into Reading
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To Kay and Jim LePore. May they rest in peace.
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The voice of thy brother’s blood crieth unto me from the ground.

 

- Genesis 4:10






Prologue

10:00 AM, July 12, 1967, Newark

In July of 1967, Jay Cassio, who would be turning five in September, started a prekindergarten program at St. Lucy’s School on Sheffield Street in Newark, New Jersey’s oldest, largest, and about to be most turbulent city. At the time, St. Lucy’s church and grammar school were at the spiritual and cultural center of the city’s First Ward, an enclave of Southern Italians that for sixty years had stubbornly clung to the customs and values of Italy’s Campagnia region from whence they and their parents had come in the great migration of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

The school, housed in a nondescript but sturdy brick building next to the beautiful gothic church, started teaching grades K through six to the children of the first wave of Italian immigrants in 1906. Now it drew equal numbers of black and Hispanic boys and girls, their parents looking to the Sisters of Charity as sources of discipline and respect in the ghetto that, as a direct consequence of the mindless placement of a massive public housing project in its midst, the First Ward was fast becoming. An only child, with no cousins, Jay was slow to socialize. Taller than the other boys, he had not been picked on, or challenged; but shy, an involuntary air of isolation about him, neither had he been approached in friendship.

Jay lived a half block from the school, on Seventh Avenue, on the fourth floor of a four-story tenement, with his parents, A.J. and Carmela. The first floor was taken up by his father’s bakery, Cassio’s, founded by his great-grandfather in 1903. He was not lonely or afraid at school, but if he needed comfort ever, he had only to look down the short half-block of Sheffield Street to where it formed a T with Seventh Avenue. There, directly in sight at all times, were Cassio’s large, old-fashioned plate glass windows, through which, if he stared long enough, he could spot his father at work. Sometimes, A.J., in his white baker’s apron, his thick, black hair dusty with flour, would catch his eye, smile, and wave. On either side of the Cassios’ tenement were similar four- and five-story buildings with stores below and apartments above. If he was unable to see his father, the familiar faces of the women and small children who spent so much of their lives on the stoops and sidewalks in front of these tenements were always a delight to Jay, who, handsome, his large, gray eyes set perfectly below a clear brow and long, silky lashes, was a favorite in the neighborhood.

In the summer of 1967, when weeklong spasms of destruction called race riots swept the country’s major ghettos, Newark’s eruption was arguably the worst. A second tier city with virtually no national identity, its angry blacks were fueled to even more furious and mindless violence by their seeming invisibility compared to the attention given to Harlem and Watts. There was no Park Avenue or Rodeo Drive in Newark, no story of fabulous wealth threatened by mobs; only a series of bleak and poor neighborhoods made exponentially bleaker and poorer by six days of mayhem and death.

On the day the Newark riots started, Jay went at the morning recess with a group of children to the ice cream  truck on the corner of Seventh Avenue and Sheffield Street. The day was warm and balmy, not oppressively hot. Sirens could be heard blaring along Broad Street, about ten blocks away, the main artery leading from the First Ward to Newark’s slowly dying downtown. These were a common enough sound in the neighborhood. A hearse and three limousines, black and gleaming in the midmorning sun, were parked in front of St. Lucy’s. On the opposite side of Sheffield Street, directly across from the church, were Buildings D and E of the Columbus Homes, eight, featureless twelve-story “apartment” buildings erected by the federal government in 1955.

The First Ward was poor now, and bleak, but the projects  , as they were universally called, were poorer and bleaker, a no-man’s-land teeming with drug addicts and the forerunners of today’s gangbangers. This gaunt “housing project,” surrounded by an aura of despair and menace, marked off a boundary keenly observed by the remnants—like the Cassios—of the old Italian-American community who were clinging to a last hope that the neighborhood would survive. There were no trees on Seventh Avenue or on Sheffield Street, nothing to block Jay’s view of his small piece of the world, or to soften its hard and grimy edges.

Jay paid for his Eskimo Pie, peeled off its silver wrapper, and drifted over to the cyclone fence that surrounded the schoolyard. There, as he did every day, he would eat it while watching the doings of his classmates, absorbed in these creatures called other children, like him and not like him. When he reached the fence he heard a loud pop coming from the direction of the projects. He gazed that way, and then his attention was drawn to the front of the church, about fifty feet away, to his right, where a man in a black suit was kneeling, holding his arm, and where a bronze coffin had fallen with  a loud clang to the sidewalk. Immediately there were two more pops, and a motorcycle policeman, who was one of two that were about to lead the funeral procession to the cemetery, was toppling from his seat, and the mourners, dressed in black, were pointing up to the roof of Building E and scrambling for cover along the sides of the hearse and the limos.

Jay watched, amazed, his ice cream forgotten, as the second cop dragged his fallen comrade to the sidewalk side of the hearse, and then pulled his two-way radio from his belt and began shouting into it. The two nuns who had brought the children out to the street, one an old crone straight from Italy’s Potenza Province, hated and feared by the entire class, the other a young Irish beauty with a mesmerizing, lilting accent, swung swiftly and forcefully into action, herding the group through the gate in the cyclone fence and harrying them like border collies toward the school. Jay, out of sight of the nuns, was about to join his classmates when a boy whom he knew to be named Danny—a brash, stockily built boy, with big eyes wide apart and a shock of black hair—grabbed his arm and said, “We won’t see anything from in there. Follow me!”

Jay did. He dropped his ice cream and followed Danny as he ran down Sheffield Street, darting past the mourners and policemen huddled behind the limousines, up the wide imported stone steps of the church, whose massive wooden doors stood open to the summer day. Then, once inside, up more steps at the side of the vestibule to the bell tower, where large open-air arches gave a perfect panoramic view of the scene below, as well as across the street to the roof of Building E.

“Look!” said Danny, pointing up.

Kneeling at the parapet was a black man of indeterminate  age, shirtless, his muscles rippling, a rifle cradled in his arms. In silhouette, the sun behind him, there was a stillness, an ease, to this figure, as if he had been manning this rooftop, waiting to shoot white people, for years. Directly below, the coffin squatted on the sidewalk, forlorn, while the pallbearers and other family and friends of the deceased tried their best to attend to the two injured men in the shelter of the limos. The cop was bleeding from a chest wound, a deep maroon stain spreading across his pale blue shirt. Sirens were screaming close by.

Looking toward Seventh Avenue, the boys saw an ambulance and four police cars round the corner and hurtle toward the church. The man on the roof took careful aim at the lead car. When it stopped and the policemen in it jumped out, he fired off three shots—pop, pop, pop—then he ducked and was seen no more. The boys ducked, too. When they looked up a second later, there were cops running toward the entrance of Building E, and others were lined up behind their cars, firing rifles up at the parapet. The ambulance attendants, one black, one white, jumped out and began working on the cop with the chest wound. The firing stopped and all was still and quiet except for a harsh static from the radio of the lead patrol car. There were no other injured cops on the ground.

“I know that cop,” said Jay.

“Which one?”

“The one bleeding.”

“Who is he?”

“He comes in the bakery.”

“What bakery?”

“My dad’s. Cassio’s.”

Jay pointed to the bakery, and was astonished, as he did, to see his father running out of the front door, unwrapping  his apron as he went, heading for the entrance to the school. He wove through a gathering crowd of people, white from Seventh Avenue, black from the projects, but was stopped at the foot of Sheffield Street by two cops who were manning a hastily thrown up roadblock. A.J. Cassio, bulky and muscled from years of making bread by hand, and not past his prime at thirty-three, went chest to chest with one of the cops, shouting something and pointing toward the school. The second cop took hold of A.J.’s arm and quieted him down, then turned and headed into the schoolyard.

“That’s my dad,” said Jay.

“He’s looking for you.”

Jay said nothing, his gaze fixed on his father, who was staring intensely toward the school entrance. The first cop, who had kept his composure throughout, was now carefully steering A.J. away from the roadblock. The wounded cop directly below was now on a stretcher and being lifted into the ambulance, while cops in flak jackets were leading the mourners back into the church.

“Does he hit you?” Danny asked.

“No.”

“That’s good, but remember, we came to the church to say a prayer.”

Jay turned and looked Dan fully in the face for the first time. On that face was a combination of beguiling innocence and sly defiance—the dark brown eyes laughing at some inner joke—that Jay was to encounter in joy and exasperation times without number in the years to come.






1.

7:00 PM, September 1, 2004, Newark

The phone was ringing as Jay Cassio walked into his office in the old Fidelity Bank building near the Essex County Courthouse in Newark. He picked it up, swinging the cord wide as he settled himself into the leather covered, padded swivel chair behind his desk.

“Hello, law office,” he said.

“Jay? Al Garland. How are you?”

“I’m fine, Al,” Jay replied. “What’s up?”

“Do you represent a woman named Kate Powers?”

“Yes, I do,” Jay said. “Why?”

“What’s Kate’s story?”

Jay did not answer. He leaned back in his chair and ran the fingers of his free hand through his thick, wavy, dark brown hair, hair that fell below his ears and down the nape of his neck, and that was just beginning to go white at the temples. He had known Al Garland, the Essex County Prosecutor, for ten years, and never once had he called, out of the blue, to ask a question like this. A question he could not answer without violating Kate Powers’s attorney-client privilege.

“You’re kidding, right, Al,” he said, finally.

“The Newark police just found her head in the Passaic  River. They’re on the way to her house right now. Don’t count on getting paid for a while.”

“Jesus. Are they sure it’s her?”

“The head was in a garbage bag. Her wallet was in it, too.”

“Jesus . . .”

“I need your file, Jay,” Garland said abruptly. “They’re doing a subpoena.”

“Slow down, Al,” Jay said, trying at the same time to both fend off and to absorb the image of Kate Powers’s severed head floating in the grimy Passaic River. He could also feel the fine hair rising at the back of his neck and down his forearms, his anger rising at Garland’s hectoring, sarcastic tone of voice. “What do you think is in my file?”

“I don’t know,” said Garland. “You tell me.”

“I can’t tell you, you know that.”

“I assume it’s in your office.”

Jay did not answer. Garland in a bad temper was capable of anything, like sending a SWAT team to Jay’s office to seize the file.

“You wouldn’t hide it, Jay?” said Garland.

“I’m not giving it up without a court order,” Jay said. “Don’t send your people over here without one.”

“Don’t get yourself into an ethics situation over this,” said Garland.

Jay took a breath and looked up at the brown water stain that he fancied took the form of a dragon on one of the tiles in the dropped ceiling directly above his old wooden desk. Al Garland’s years of holding all the power in the criminal justice game had made him self-righteous and stiff in his dealings with the enemy: criminal defense lawyers, and others who stood in the way of his conviction machine. Jay and Garland had had a wary but respectful relationship for many  years, and Jay knew that it would pay neither to antagonize him nor to try to stroke him. He would do what he felt should be done no matter what Jay said.

“You know I’m entitled to go to court on this,” Jay said finally. “The file is privileged. I would have an ethics problem if I didn’t fight you.”

“How long have you represented her?”

“A year and a half.”

“Who’s the husband’s lawyer?”

“Bob Flynn. He’s had three. Flynn’s the third.”

“Why three lawyers?”

“Every time there was a court order for discovery, Powers changed lawyers. He was reluctant to let go of his paperwork.”

“He’s the big real estate guy, Bryce Powers & Company, correct?”

“That’s him.”

“Meet me at Judge Moran’s courtroom at nine o’clock tomorrow morning. I’ll call Flynn,” Garland said. “Take care of the file, Jay. I’m only doing this because it’s you.”

They hung up, and Jay stayed at his desk. The last of the day’s sun filtered through the slatted openings of the wooden Venetian blinds that covered the large window behind him, painting horizontal yellow bars on the rows of red and gold-embossed law books that lined the far wall. His secretary, Cheryl, was gone, and the building was quiet. He could hear the occasional car horn honking on Market Street two stories below. Newark had been trying desperately over the past decade or so, with some success, to revitalize itself; but for all its efforts, each evening at around six o’clock, its downtown merchants and professionals and working class people fled to their homes in the suburbs, and the city center, bustling all day long, became eerily quiet  while the cops waited for the next teenaged carjacker to go screaming by.

The mellow glow of his corner office did not match Jay’s mood. He and Melissa Powers, Kate’s twenty-two-year-old daughter—his client’s twenty-two-year-old daughter—had been lovers for six months. In the midst of their affair, Jay had received documents from Bryce Powers’s lawyer that revealed that Melissa and her older sister, Marcy, were each drawing a hundred thousand dollars a year for “maintenance services” from Plaza I and II, large hotel/retail/condo complexes in north Jersey’s upscale Bergen County, developed and managed by Bryce Powers & Company. The sole share-holders of a shell company, the Powers sisters were simply receiving an allowance from their father via phony service contracts. All cleaning and other routine services were done by Bryce Powers & Company employees. Over a million dollars had thus been siphoned from Plaza I and II in the past five years. Acutely aware of his obligation to retrieve her share of this money for Kate—to sue Marcy and Melissa for it if necessary—Jay, glad for the excuse, had ended the relationship with Melissa two months ago.

Rousing himself, he dialed the number of Dan Del Colliano, a private investigator and his lifelong friend, who had an office on the same floor as Jay. Jay had hired Dan to do some investigating in the Powers case, and wanted to let him know that he might be getting a visitor with a search warrant. There was no answer.

He then dialed Bob Flynn’s number, surprised when Flynn answered. It was close to seven p.m., by which time Flynn was usually on his second Manhattan at the Colonial, a local lawyers’ hangout near the courthouse.

“Bob,” said Jay, “did you get a call from Al Garland?”

“He just hung up,” said Flynn.

“Are you going to court tomorrow?” Jay asked.

“Do I have a choice?”

“What is it with Garland?”

“He’s loony tunes, Jay, power mad, you know that,” Flynn replied. “Are you worried about fucking the daughter?”

“Yes.”

“You deserve it.”

Jay could only laugh at Flynn’s directness. He did deserve it, he knew. He never should have gotten involved with the daughter of a client, especially one nineteen years younger than him. One whose father was worth seventy-five million, and who sat on a dozen philanthropic and Fortune 500 boards in the tri-state area. The beheading of this man’s wife would guarantee a lot of publicity. Jay’s name would undoubtedly come up, linked to both Kate and possibly Melissa, who, angry at being dumped, would hold their love affair over his head, a scarlet sword of Damocles. If dropped it wouldn’t kill him—he had done nothing unethical—but it would hurt his professional reputation, a lawyer’s most valued asset.

He had been thinking recently that there would be no real price to pay for his affair with Melissa Powers. He sat for a moment after hanging up the phone, staring at the dragon on his ceiling, pondering the error of that line of thought.






2.

8:00-11:00 PM, September 1, 2004, Montclair, West Orange

Jay concentrated on the pastel streaks of lavender and pink on the horizon as he drove home, trying, with little success, to distract himself from thinking of the tortured Kate Powers and the terrible way she had died. At home in suburban Montclair he changed into jeans and a polo shirt, made himself a drink, and sat down on his patio with the Powers divorce file, which he had copied in its entirety before leaving the office, certain that tomorrow he would be handing over the original to either Judge Moran or Al Garland. He skipped over the cold financial documents and hot client affidavits that constitute the typical lawyer’s divorce file, until he found the folder that contained the fifty-odd letters that Kate Powers had written to him in the eighteen months he had represented her. In a childlike, but oddly graceful script, the sentences often rambling and incoherent, they dealt mainly with Kate’s obsession with appearances and her anger at Bryce’s emotional and, of late, financial stinginess.

It was Kate’s mention of incest in one of these letters, of Bryce’s “fondling love for his daughters,” that brought Jay and Melissa together. He had felt compelled to interview her, and her denial was both succinct and credible. “My father  may be a prick,” she said with a smile, “but he’s no child molester.” Jay had asked her to confirm her statement in a short letter to him, which she did, adding a postscript inviting him to call her for a drink if the mood struck him, which, unfortunately, it did.

The letters, he recalled, contained other, similarly bizarre accusations against Bryce, which Jay dismissed as patently absurd—psychedelic falsehoods dreamed up when Kate went down her rabbit hole of prescription drugs and alcohol. He found nothing in any of them that gave any clue that she feared for her physical safety or her life at the hands of her husband.

Relieved, he set the letters aside and sipped his Scotch. Overhead, the bats that slept all day in the woods behind his small Cape Cod were beginning their nightly aerobatics in search of insects to consume. A beheading, he told himself, was not a crime of passion, not in American culture. Who could have done such a thing, and why? He remembered the Menendez case in California several years back: two brothers had been convicted of shotgunning their parents to death. The motive: the parents’ estate. The thought that had been vaguely nagging him since his call from Al Garland now crystallized: Were Melissa and Marcy, princesses with nasty streaks—fearful of losing some or all of their meal tickets via their parents’ divorce—capable of such a thing?

Before he could answer this question, or worse, label it as rhetorical, his phone rang. As was his habit, he let it go to his answering machine. When he heard Melissa Powers’s voice through the open window behind him, he went into the kitchen to listen, picking up her message halfway through: “. . . the police. I need to talk to you. Call me.” He heard her hang up, then pushed the replay button and learned that Bryce Powers was dead, that he had apparently  overdosed on his insulin, and that the police had just tracked down Melissa and Marcy to give them the news.

Jay called Melissa on her cell, but there was no answer and no instruction to leave a message. He finished his drink in one gulp, put the legal file away, got in his car, and drove through the last of the twilight to nearby West Orange, where the Powers mansion sat in the lush, gated enclave-within-an-enclave of Llewellyn Park. When he got there, he was surprised to find the house and grounds in complete darkness. Nevertheless, he took his time negotiating the long, curving driveway, assuming he was being watched. He exited his car nonchalantly, but had taken only three or four steps when a loud voice said: “Stop right there. We’re police.”  Jay stood still as two uniformed officers, each with a flashlight in one hand and a gun in the other, appeared out of the darkness. Behind them was a plainclothesman whom he recognized as Frank Dunn, a detective at the county prosecutor’s office who he had been friends with for years.

“Frank,” he said, “it’s me, Jay.”

Dunn, recognizing Jay, said to the officers, “It’s okay. I know this guy. It’s the wife’s lawyer.” He approached Jay. They shook hands, and the officers, tucking their guns away, headed back to the house, the beams of their flashlights stabbing into the darkness ahead of them.

Dunn was an old-timer, waiting to retire, but despite a cynicism that was part native and part acquired after forty years of police work, twenty of them in New York, Jay knew that he took his job seriously; as seriously as anyone who had seen all the faces of human horror and folly—including his own—could.

“You get dumber all the time,” Dunn said to Jay.

Jay did not answer. He had no business being at a fresh crime scene, and he knew it.

“What are you doing here?” the detective asked. He lit a cigarette and then handed one to Jay, who, lighting it from Dunn’s gold Zippo lighter, caught a brief glimpse of his friend’s grizzled face before the darkness closed in on them again.

“Where is everybody?” he asked Dunn.

“Are you kidding, Jay?” said the detective. “Get in your car. Go home. I’ll try to forget you were here. You’re too dumb to do anything seriously criminal.”

Jay smiled at this. When he was a young lawyer, he had faced Dunn—a seasoned and savvy testifier for the state—several times on the witness stand. Though Dunn was a cynic through and through, he was not dishonest and would not lie under oath, even to put a bad guy away. Recognizing this, Jay had not done badly. Afterward, he and Dunn had come to respect each other, to admire each other’s style and, despite the age difference—Jay was forty-one, Dunn sixtytwo—to become good friends.

Jay, a lean six-three, towered over the detective as they stood close to each other in the dark on the edge of the circular driveway near the large, stately house. His eyes adjusting to the darkness, he could see the outline of the thickly wooded hills behind it emerge in the night sky. Embarrassed, he took a short, hard drag on his cigarette before throwing it to the ground.

“You’re right, Frank,” he said. “Melissa called me. I thought she might be here.”

Jay watched as Dunn put his cigarette to his lips, sucked in smoke, and took it away.

“Fucking pussy,” the detective said. “It makes us weak.”

Jay smiled. He knew that Dunn, who had been having an extramarital affair for the past five years, was referring to himself as well as Jay.

“We’re done, Frank,” Jay said. “But her parents are both dead.”

“You could have anybody you want,” Dunn said.

“I don’t think so,” Jay murmured. Dunn, his fair face ruined by drink, had often referred to Jay as Attorney Adonis.

“She’s with her sister at that fancy Hilton in Short Hills,” said Dunn. “You think I give a shit if these rich bastards kill themselves off?”

“You’re tired, Frank.”

“Fuck.”






3.

5:00 PM, September 4, 2004, Montclair

The town of Montclair, one of a closely-linked chain of suburbs to the west of Newark, is known and much praised for its cultural diversity. Point of view being all, Jay Cassio, who graduated from Montclair High School in 1980, experienced that diversity as separateness: Blacks hung out with blacks, rich white kids with rich white kids, middle class white kids with middle class white kids, and everyone else, that is, the handful of lower-middle-class white kids, like Jay Cassio, was left to fend for him or herself. Jay, a terrific athlete, managed to rise above class on the football field, and avoid it at all other times by hanging out with Dan Del Colliano and his friends from predominantly blue-collar Bloomfield, the next town to the east, but light-years away in terms of youthful snobbery.

When it came time to buy a house, Jay, then thirty-two, chose Montclair because its many physical charms were no longer painful, as they were when he was a teenaged outsider, but actually pleasant. The tree-lined streets, the well kept parks, the mansions of the rich, the Mercedes in the parking lot at the Whole Foods supermarket, were the devils he knew. His house, a small Cape Cod, was on a quiet dead-end street that backed onto the South Mountain Reservation, two hundred  acres of county-owned park and woodland, the perfect setting for the outsider life he had grown accustomed to living.

On Saturday, three days after his conversation with Al Garland, Jay took a run on a five mile loop in the reservation, mowed his lawn, pulled some weeds, and then, after showering, settled on his flagstone back patio to read and eventually sleep. He woke up, around five p.m., to see Dan Del Colliano, sitting, facing him, on one of his patio chairs, drinking a beer and smoking a cigarette, a newspaper rolled up on his lap.

“Hi,” Dan said, smiling. “How are you?”

“I’m good. What’s up?”

“You’re in the paper.”

“I thought so.”

Danny handed him the Newark Star-Ledger. Jay, groggy from his nap, took it and tossed it onto a nearby low table. “What’s it say?” he asked.

“Murder-suicide.”

“Anything else?”

“That you’re very handsome and the best lawyer in the state.”

Jay laughed and, sitting up, rubbed the sleep out of eyes and then ran his fingers through his hair. He retrieved the newspaper, which Danny had folded to the Powers story, under the byline of a reporter they knew named Linda Marshall. Remembering the locustlike swarm of reporters that accosted him and Bob Flynn on the courthouse steps on Thursday morning, he saw the disappointment in the lead paragraph. Essex County Prosecutor Alan Garland has determined, based on preliminary autopsy findings, that the deaths of the beheaded socialite Kate Powers and her multimillionaire husband are a case of murder-suicide . . .

In court, Garland said he still wanted the Powers divorce files, but he was much less aggressive. Without objection from the prosecutor, Judge Moran had ordered Jay and Bob Flynn to surrender their files to him so he could decide what information they contained that was relevant to a murder investigation, assuming one was still being pursued.

The announcement by Garland, Linda Marshall’s story continued, rendered moot his earlier attempt to confiscate the legal files of the Newark attorneys representing the couple in what was believed to be a contentious divorce . . . Confiscate, Jay thought, recalling his history with Marshall, that’s the wrong word, but I like it. Give Garland a whack. He deserves it.

“I’ve been calling you,” Jay said to Danny, settling the paper on his lap.

“I’ve been busy.”

“Doing what?”

“I have a new client.”

“So?”

“So,” Danny answered, “she says she worked for Bryce Powers.”

“Who is she?”

“A knockout Spanish broad.”

“What’s her name?”

“Donna Kelly.”

“Donna Kelly is Spanish? You believe that?”

“It’s an alias, who cares?”

“What’s her story?”

“She has something she says Powers gave her.”

“What?”

“Five hundred thousand in cash.”

Jay’s brain had still been dull from sleeping, but this brought him fully to his senses. “Seriously?” he said.

“Yes. I’m going to Florida on Monday.”

“What for?”

“I’m bringing her the money.”

“Where is it now?”

“In a locker at Newark Airport.”

“Dan,” Jay said, “I don’t . . .”

“Get dressed,” Danny replied, cutting him off. “I’ll tell you in the car.”

“Five hundred grand, Dan, come on, it’s dirty.”

“Her retainer was clean.”

“How much?”

“Twenty-five K.”

Jay took this number in, remaining silent. Twenty-five thousand dollars was a lot of money for any working class guy, but especially for Danny, who was always on the balls of his ass, swimming in credit card, and, recently, shylock debt.

“Where are we going?” Jay asked, knowing that with a fee like that in hand there would be no talking his friend out of this job, and that he would get the full story later when Dan, a lover of drama, felt the moment was right.

“Remember that hostess at that restaurant on Varick Street?” Dan asked.

“No.”

“She remembers you. I ran into her last night. She was with a friend. She said to bring you in tonight, we’d have dinner, the four of us. She says there’s no hard feelings.”

“No hard feelings for what?”

“She wouldn’t say.”

Jay, smiling, rerolled the newspaper and threw it at his friend, who fended it off with a forearm. In Danny’s dark brown eyes was the sly, mischievous look that even Jay, who had known him for thirty-seven years, could never interpret  entirely. I might be pulling your chain, it could be saying, or I might not, take your pick; or possibly, I am lying to you for the fun of it and you may never know the truth. Or, you’re too serious, Jay, so I’m breaking your balls to try to get you to lighten up.  Or any combination of these.

“Okay,” Jay said, looking at his watch, “what time?”

“Eight o’clock, but let’s go in now. I gotta see a guy.”

“What kind of a guy?”

“Just a guy. Come on, get dressed.”

Upstairs, Jay shaved and put on khakis, comfortable loafers, and a black polo shirt. Before he pulled his shirt over his head he took a quick look at the six-inch scar that ran vertically down his right bicep, faded to a pale, almost translucent white after thirty years. Danny had helped him get revenge for the infliction of this wound, had nearly killed a black kid twice his size in Newark’s Branch Brook Park to do it. He was a happy-go-lucky guy usually, his friend Danny, but he could turn mean in a heartbeat, and there was no stopping him when he got it in his head to do something, like take on somebody twice his size or courier a large amount of cash to Florida for a beautiful woman.

“So who’s this guy we’re seeing,” Jay said once they were out of Montclair and headed east on Route 3, one of a half dozen north Jersey highways that feed cars and buses and people by the thousands around the clock into the glittering maw that is Manhattan.

“Why do you have to ask so many questions?” Danny replied, “It’s not good for your health.”

Danny was divorced, with two sons, aged fourteen and twelve. He made a decent living from his private eye business, but he liked nice clothes and fancy cars; he liked to eat at good restaurants; he liked to entertain women in style; he liked to pick up tabs; he liked to go to the track, and bet with  bookies. With those habits he was always in debt. He had maxed out many credit cards since his divorce five years ago, and could never manage to pay anything but interest on a total debt that was approaching sixty thousand dollars. And Jay knew that he had recently borrowed from a loan shark in Manhattan, a guy that he and Danny had grown up with on the streets of Newark, but who nevertheless insisted on repayment.  They’re quirky that way, he had told his friend at the time.

“Is it the Pretzel?” he asked now.

The Pretzel was Johnny D’Ambola, who, at the age of eight, had been diagnosed with idiopathic scoliosis. His back corkscrewing out of control—hence the nickname—he had been put in a full body cast for six months, which apparently left him a lot of time to ruminate on how he would one day get even with his neighborhood tormentors, Dan Del Colliano being chief among them. He was the loan shark.

“Yeah. But first I gotta see another guy.”

“You’re collecting for the Pretzel?”

“Right. It cuts down my vig. I gotta do it.”

“Fuck.”

“You asked.”

“I have to know, asshole. You want me to sit around with my thumb up my ass?”

“Don’t worry. The guy’s a fag.”

“Literally?”

“I don’t know, but he’s a faggot.”

Jay did not respond. He had had this kind of conversation with Danny enough times to know that at a certain point further questioning would be fruitless. He had the option of asking to be dropped off someplace, a bar, say, and picked up later. He wouldn’t exercise that option in this case, although in the past he had steered clear of some of his  friend’s more dubious activities, which included low-end drug dealing and the occasional insurance scam.

They were different people in many ways, he and Danny—in most ways, really—but their friendship went deeper than mutual interests or values. Thrown together at age five on the first day of the Newark riots, they had spent the next nine years back-to-back with each other in a long fight for survival as the city rapidly changed from a patchwork of peaceful middle class ethnic enclaves to a no-man’s-land dominated by black and Hispanic street gangs. Walking home from school, or to the corner candy store, were dangerous trips in those years.

Once, riding his bike in Branch Brook Park when he was ten, Jay was accosted by two older, and bigger, black boys, who wanted the bike. When he resisted, they slashed his arm with a box cutter. He had made the mistake of going out alone that day. Thereafter he stuck close to Dan, who was a fearless brawler, and who had good tactical sense as well: He knew when to talk, he knew when to cut and run, he knew fence holes and alleys and backyard escape routes all over the neighborhoods they lived in; and if it did come down to a fight, he was a wild man with his fists. No one fucked with Jay if Danny was around, and he was never far off; and Jay never forgot this.

They stopped on Canal Street to put the top down on Danny’s leased BMW convertible, and then made their way to Silvano’s, a restaurant on Sixth Avenue, where the guy who owed the Pretzel money was the bartender. His name was Al Spano. He was around fifty, tall, with too much wavy gray hair and a potbelly. He owed D’Ambola twenty-five hundred dollars, and had missed his last two weeks’ interest, or vigorish payments, at two hundred fifty per week. Dan was supposed to collect those two weeks, plus the current week,  seven hundred fifty all together. The restaurant had just opened for dinner, and was quiet, with only a young couple sitting at an outside table, having drinks.

Dan parked at the curb in a loading zone in front of the restaurant. He asked Jay to stay with the car, and move it if a cop came along. Jay got out and leaned against the car, and watched Danny enter and take a seat at the bar. At first Spano, who he could see from the waist up, did not seem concerned. Then the fight seemed to go out of him, and he went over to his jacket, which was hanging on a hook behind the bar, took an envelope out, and handed it to Danny. Danny strolled out, and they drove off, this time with Jay driving.

“How’d you do?” Jay asked.

“Okay. I got five hundred.”

“He didn’t look too worried.”

“He wasn’t, at first.”

“I don’t want to know what you said to him.”

“No, you don’t.”

“What did you say, tough guy?”

“I told him that because this was the first time he was late, he got to deal with me, that I wouldn’t hurt him, but that if I left without the money, the next guy they sent, it would be different. The next guy got paid to hurt people, break bones and so on. I asked him how his family was doing, his two grown daughters, his grandkids. He’s a degenerate gambler, the dumb fuck. He won at OTB today and gave me some of it. I was lucky. It was easy.”

“Who told you to say all that, Johnny D.?”

“No, he left it up to me.”

“How much do you owe him?”

“Five grand. The vig’s five hundred a week.”

“Five hundred percent annual interest.”

“That sounds right.”

“Christ.”

“When I bring him the money, I’ll get a pass on this week’s vig. I can use it.”

“Can you imagine, the Pretzel?”

“Unbelievable. It would give me great pleasure to break his ass, but if I did, I’d be in trouble. He’s a made guy.”

“I can loan you the money.”

“Maybe someday.”

“Where are we going?”

“Little Italy. I’ll tell you when to turn.”

Danny directed Jay to the Abbadabba Italian-American War Veterans Club on Madison Street in what was left of Little Italy, where Johnny D’Ambola hung out every night of his life except for Christmas, Easter, and when he went to Florida, where he owned a nightclub in Hallandale. The city was not as busy as it usually was—it was the Labor Day weekend—but there were still a dozen cars double-parked on Madison Street. Jay double-parked as well, and waited in the car while Dan went into the club. Ten minutes later he came out, and got into the passenger seat.

“That’s done,” he said.

“Good. How was the Pretzel?”

“He’s a jerkoff.”

“I’m sure. How come he didn’t come out to say hello?”

“I didn’t tell him you were here.”

“Why not?”

“Because there’s surveillance here all the time. You don’t need to be on film with these assholes.”

“Okay. If you say so. Where to?”

“I told them we’d meet them at the bar at the Four Seasons.”

“All the way uptown?”

“It’s a beautiful night for a drive.”

It was a beautiful night for a drive. It was warm. There was a gentle breeze. The sun was setting across the Hudson and, as it did, its last mellow light cast a magical glow on the only real city in the world.

“Tonight you can get your mind off of beheadings and whatnot,” said Dan.

“Right.”

“One thing.”

“What?”

“Let’s not talk about Nietzsche, and those guys.”

Jay laughed. “I never talk about Nietzsche,” he said.

“Well, Hemingway, Schopenhauer, you know what I mean.”

“I can’t promise.”

“These broads are gum chewers.”

“They have their place.”

“The gorgeous mosaic.”

Jay laughed again. He did not think that Dan had been keeping up with the latest in diversity marketing. “I’ll do my best,” he said.

“That’s all I ask. God knows that’s all I ask.”

“Have we ever had a bad time together?”

“Not that I can remember.”






4.

August, 4. 1991, Mexico City

Mexico City’s Aztec founders believed that human sacrifice was the only way of guaranteeing that the gods would allow them to continue as a race. Each evening a heart was cut from living flesh to ensure that the sun would rise the next day. On one occasion in the fifteenth century, twenty thousand prisoners were sacrificed over four days as part of the dedication of a new temple to the main god, Huitzilopochtli. Their fetish for offering flayed humans to their gods, and their history as mercenaries and warriors did not, however, prevent the Spanish from conquering the Aztecs in the sixteenth century, nor their gradual demise, via intermingling with their conquerors over the following centuries, as a distinct race. There are no pure-blooded Aztecs among Mexico’s population today, although many claim, with pride, to have some of that ancient warrior blood in them, as a means, in some cases, perhaps, of rationalizing conduct not far removed from that of their cruel and violent ancestors.

Polanco and Lomas de Chapultepec, only a few miles to the east of the city center, are, among Mexico City’s nearly four hundred colonias, or neighborhoods, arguably the finest: Polanco with its smart hotels and shops, its charming residential streets, its Parisian air; Chapultepec with its walled  estates and polo clubs and botanical gardens. They stand side by side, the princess and the dowager queen, casting fearless and disdainful eyes on the urban monster that surrounds them.

In these enclaves of the rich lived two of mixed Aztec and Spanish blood, a mother on an estate in Chapultepec, and her daughter in a three-hundred-year-old convent in Polanco. The mother, a spoiled heiress to a nouveau riche fortune, did not know that the daughter—the product of a youthful indiscretion—lived nearby, but if she were told, the effect on her life would have been minimal: distasteful, but fleeting and not disquieting, like the bad smells—unavoidable in La Ciudad de Mexico—she sometimes encountered on her shopping trips into the city.

The daughter, Isabel Gutierrez Perez—a name chosen from the phone book and placed via a one hundred peso bribe on her birth certificate—had been told that her unwed mother, a servant in a Chapultepec mansion, had died giving birth to her in the summer of 1977, and that her father was unknown, possibly a Mixtec Indian from the south, passing through the great city. The landowners, Isabel was told, represented by one Senor Hermano, who visited Isabel from time to time, had given her to the Convent of Santa Maria, where Dominican Sisters ran an orphanage as part of their life of service to Mexico’s poor.

Isabel was given these few threads about her past, and no more, when she was five, and as the years passed she wove them into a melodramatic tapestry containing the images of her brave and beautiful parents, “Rosalita,” saintly in life and in death, and “Miguel,” working the land, trying desperately to save enough money to send for his daughter. These images she clutched fiercely to her heart until 1991, when, at the age of fourteen, she was forced to abandon them forever.

For as long as she could remember, Isabel received visits from Tio Hermano once each year on her birthday. A large, impressive man who smelled of a sweet cologne and whose dark, wavy hair turned a distinguished silver as the years passed, he brought her small gifts—a coloring book, plastic beads, a cheap doll—and sat with her and Sister Josefina for a few minutes in the convent’s hushed courtyard, their conversation gently monitored by a weathered statue of Our Lady of Guadalupe gazing not at them but at the bloodred roses strewn at her feet. Isabel was at first awed by these visits. They gave her hope, and they conferred a status on her that the other children did not have: She might be wanted. Nothing came of them, however, and the void in her life where her parents should have been grew bigger with each passing year. She receded, even on her birthday, in the presence of larger-than-life Uncle Herman and demur Sister Josefina, into her isolation and loneliness. But after his visit on her thirteenth birthday, in 1990, Uncle Herman came twice more: at Christmas, when he brought her a simple but very beautiful pearl necklace, and at Easter, when his gift was a bouquet of spring flowers and a lovely white dress for her to wear at her confirmation ceremony.

Isabel, as any curious teenager would be, was eager to experience the world beyond the convent, a world she had seen only in small glimpses through the distorting prism of smuggled magazines and the occasional television show the girls were allowed to watch; but the idea of scheming to escape, to meet boys, did not appeal to her as it did to some of the other older girls, who were reacting to the stirrings of womanhood in their bodies.

Isabel had no enemies, nor any close friends among these girls. She stood aside, as she had been doing since she was a child, and watched their girlish exuberance play itself out  among the tall columns, and in the quiet corridors and austere common rooms of the orphanage. Fingering the pearls in her room, she prayed that they were a talisman of her freedom. She had no way of knowing how expensive they were, but they glistened against her pale olive skin, and it was obvious, even to her inexperienced eyes, that these were different from the trinkets that she had been given in the past. She had never been mistreated or lied to and so she did not fight off the question that came naturally to her mind in the light of Uncle Herman’s gifts and extra visits: was it not possible that he had come to have some affection for her, and would help her find her place in the world beyond the convent’s massive wooden gates?

As Isabel approached her fourteenth birthday her breasts rounded and filled to a heaviness that was at first disturbing; her long, coltish legs turned shapely and her rear end plump and high and firm below a trim girlish waist. Her face remained angelic, but beneath its layer of baby fat her features were fine, her eyes a breathtaking blue, her lashes long and black like her lustrous hair. In short, she was a beautiful, exotic child in the body of an even more beautiful and exotic woman. She was not unaware of these changes, had seen the way people—the other girls, the sisters, the occasional visitor—had looked at her. There was, however, nothing in her life experience that would enable her to connect them to Uncle Herman’s heightened interest. But they were. Uncle Herman saw them coming when he visited Isabel for her thirteenth birthday in August of 1990, and confirmed them on his Christmas and Easter visits. On her fourteenth birthday he took her away.

The nuns made no objection. Senor Hermano had donated five thousand dollars to the convent each year that Isabel was with them. When he told them that she would be  going into service with a good family with close government ties, the sisters felt they had done well for Isabel. Not every orphan who came to them entered the Order, especially ones as beautiful as Isabel. They did not permit the absence of legal nicety in her initial placement and her final departure to disturb them. Senor seemed like a good man and his money had fed and clothed dozens of children over the years, and they were grateful for his promise that it would continue.

In July, Sister Josefina and Sister Adelina took Isabel to a small retreat house owned by the Order in the hills above Puerto Angel, a tiny, impoverished fishing village on Mexico’s southern Pacific coast. There they explained Senor Hermano  ’s plans to her. Afterward, as she walked the beach and climbed into the hills with a local peasant boy who had become her friend during prior visits, she silently thanked the Virgin of Guadalupe for her good fortune, and allowed herself for once to envision a happy future not as a dream but as a reality.
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