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CHAPTER One

WHEN MAX GOT BACK THE RESULTS OF THE BIOPSY HE knew he wasn’t going to pay any more tribute to Nicky Tortino. No more laundering the guy’s hooker money, no more vig right off the top. Fuck Nicky T. Way Max figured, a guy who only had six weeks to live could thumb his nose at people like that. Besides, if Nicky clipped him or hired it done it’d be better than lying in bed with an IV in your arm, waiting for it to happen.

So Max had chased off Nicky’s torpedo, Gerry Knucks, last time Knucks came by. Gerry got the name Knucks because way back he carried these brass knuckles that had a pewter handle with the word, Knucks, engraved on it. Yeah, this is the kind of people Max Shapiro had gotten himself involved with. Guys with little kid nicknames they engraved in brass knuckles. Could you believe it?

Max had made himself a ton of money as a real estate developer but had to admit that back in the seventies with the interest rates hovering around 22 percent and nobody building shit, except disco owners who always defaulted, Nicky Tortino had been a windfall. Max set up some dummy development corporations, then took out phony loans which Nicky wrote off on his taxes. Then Reagan and the eighties came along and it was boom again so Max had made enough money that he didn’t need Nicky’s laundering business anymore. By the mid-eighties Max had a beach house in Malibu next to a movie star, two Jaguars in his garage, and a line of credit like the defense department. But he still had to piece off all his action and they sent Gerry Knucks around every month to collect
and inform him of any deals that Nicky T had cooking. Max was sick of it.

But you don’t get to quit the wiseguys. They had no retirement plan.

So Max had to keep working.

It was funny how he had taken the news about the cancer. Like something was happening that was just part of the next thing he had to do. Like watching it on television or something. He didn’t really feel sick or anything. He’d had these pains in his stomach, sure, but they weren’t unbearable like his Uncle Ray who had just withered away to nothing, a bowling ball head on top of a neck that was all corded muscle and skinny, the bones in his face and shoulders pushing against the skin as the cancer ate him up. Wasn’t like that. It was more like he had indigestion or something.

Max was fifty-seven years old and was still in pretty good shape even though he had the beginnings of some love handles and his hair was receding. He got out and golfed every week. Played racquetball down at the club about five times a month. And he could still water ski, which he loved. So, he decided that he was going to spend his last days in Aspen, maybe learn to ski and hit the spots where he could watch the swells drinking Dom Perignon and pretending they didn’t have shit where their brains were supposed to be.

Besides, he hadn’t seen much snow in his life and that would be different. Snow was clean. Aspen was clean and the mountains were nice. Might as well get shot in a picturesque place as not.

So, when Gerry Knucks came around, Max was waiting for him. He’d gone out and bought himself this Beretta nine, like the one Mel Gibson used in the Lethal Weapon movies and when Gerry Knucks came by Max had whipped out the gun kinda off-hand, like he did it all the time, and Knucks said, “Come on, Max, cut the fucking horsing around, I ain’t got no time for it,” which Max had to admit was kind of cool on Knucks’s part.

“I’m not paying you guys nothing anymore,” he’d said.

Then Knucks had frowned, a little furrow of skin forming between his eyebrows like he’d just been given an algebra problem he hadn’t seen before. Even though he had a dumb nickname Gerry
Knucks was sharp. “Come on, Max. What the fuck is this about? You been paying for twenty years. You know Nicky’s not going to like this. And, then I’ve got to give him the bad news and he’ll act all pissed off and then I’ll have to come back. You know how it works.”

Max thought about it a moment, shrugged his shoulders and said, “Well, I’m not doing it anymore.”

“Why not?”

“I got cancer.”

“I guess that makes sense. But you don’t need the money. Just pay this time and let me get going.”

“I’m not paying.”

Gerry Knucks looked around the room as if he’d landed on Mars or something and said, “Dammit, Max, just give me the fucking money and go die in peace. Take a vacation, go somewhere, spend some money, have a good time. Get drunk. You gotta pay. That’s the way it is. You know what’s going to happen if you don’t and I won’t like that. Hell, we been friends.”

“Nothing personal, Gerry. Just don’t want to pay anymore. It’s the principle of the thing.”

Knucks nodded his head. “Well, I can sorta understand that. But, you know what Nicky’s reaction’s gonna be.”

“Well, fuck him.”

“Yeah. Fuck him, fuck me, fuck you. Fuck us all. That’s what you’re doing. You’re just creating extra work.”

“Tough all over,” said Max.

Gerry Knucks rubbed the side of his face. “Well, I’ll go then. Unless you’re gonna shoot me or something.” Real cool. Gerry was a tough guy, no doubt about that. “You gonna shoot me, Max?”

Max shrugged. “I don’t think so.”

“I appreciate it. Always were a decent guy, Max. I may have to shoot you, though.”

“I understand.”

Knucks sighed. Puffed out his cheeks and exhaled. “I won’t enjoy it though. And I’ll make it quick. You won’t feel a thing, I promise.”

“I’d expect nothing less.”


“Aw, you know. Old friends and everything. You care if I have a cigar before I go?”

Max nodded at the humidor on his desk. It was walnut and had three drawers and gold handles like a piece of bedroom furniture. “Help yourself. Take one of the Cubans. Third drawer. Got a couple of Montecristo number two’s in there.”

Knucks opened the drawer and pulled out the torpedo-shaped cigar. “Thanks, Max.”

“It’s a good smoke.”

“Well, gotta go. Be seeing you, Max.”

Max nodded. As Knucks reached the door, Max said, “Hey, Gerry.”

Gerry Knucks paused at the door and turned around. “Yeah, Max?”

“Knucks is an asshole name.”

Gerry looked down at the floor, nodded his head, then looked up and smiled at Max. “Yeah, guess you’re right. Thanks for making it easier for me, Max. Gonna miss you.”

And he left.

So Max packed some stuff and caught the next flight to Colorado.

And then after he’d moved to the Aspen lodge he’d bought a couple of years ago on spec, Max got the call from the doctor telling him he wasn’t going to die, after all.

“Well, that’s just fucked up, Doc,” Max had said. “What kind of thing is that to tell a guy? I’m going to live now. That it? Where’d you get your medical degree? Correspondence school?”

“I thought you’d be happy to hear this.” Max’s doctor was some goy asshole from a bigshot California family whose father-in-law had been a candidate for governor back in the eighties. See what happens when you back a loser, thought Max.

“I’m supposed to be happy because I’m going to live? What’s the matter with you? How’s a guy supposed to plan anything if you can’t make up your mind? You want to tell me about that?”

“Well … a … I’m sorry about this, Max. I’m sure it’s a shock to you and all, but after it sinks in I’m sure you’ll realize that you’ve got a long life ahead of you.”

“You’d think that, wouldn’t you?”


“We still on for golf next week?” asked the doctor.

Max said, “No, I’m afraid you wouldn’t give me the right score. By the way, what’s wrong with me if I don’t have cancer?”

“Looks like you have an acute case of indigestion.”

Max hung up the phone.

Could you believe it?




CHAPTER Two

“SO WHAT ARE YOU GOING TO DO, NOW?” SUZI CHANCELLOR asked him. Suzi was Max’s girlfriend. She used to be a cigarette girl in Vegas. Her name used to be Suzi Craig but she changed it to Chancellor when she became a dancer. Great legs, nice smile. Ears were a little big, but she kept them covered with this cascade of red hair, same color as Ann-Margret’s. Suzi was no dummy. She wasn’t no genius either but had a lot of sense. She’d attended UNLV for a couple of years before she decided to see if she could make it as a showgirl. Max had met her while he was playing the tables at MGM Grand, Suzi bringing him cigars and him tipping her big.

Suzi liked him because he hadn’t come on to her like the other guys did who came to Vegas. He didn’t tell her how great her legs were, which were spectacular, but seemed more interested in her background and seemed genuinely interested. Max thought it was charming and fascinating that she was a Mormon girl from Salt Lake City who’d came out to Vegas. He wanted to know if things really did float on the Great Salt Lake. She’d told him how when she was in high school she and her friends used to get some beer and drive out there and float on their backs. “But, you had to make sure you toweled off real well or the salt would eat up the upholstery on the car.”

He’d ask how her parents felt about a Mormon girl working in Vegas and she told him that her dad had died in a plane crash years ago. “He was coming back from a business meeting in Provo. It was a charter. Somehow, one of the turbines fouled and they went down in the mountains.” He told her he was sorry about that
and she said it was okay because her dad had cancer anyway and didn’t have much longer to live. Go figure that one, would you? thought Max. Then, she’d told him she had a business in Vegas, a dress shop for large-figured women and she did the cigarette gig because it got her out among interesting people and she made some business contacts that way. “They have to buy somewhere,” she said. “And they don’t want to be embarrassed by trying on something next to the chorus girls that buy clothes around here.”

Max said that made sense and he knew this girl was pretty sharp and he asked her to have a drink with him and she accepted even though he was twenty years older than she was and it had gone from there. They’d been going together about a year now and even though Max had offered to pay to expand her dress shop, Suzi didn’t want that. “I’m your girlfriend, not your business partner.”

So when he told her that the doctor had said he wasn’t going to die, she asked him what he was going to do now.

“I thought about calling Nicky T and telling him I’d pay.” He pursed his lips and confessed, “Well, anyway, I thought about it.”

“And now you don’t want to.” Her hands on her hips, looking at him. “That it?”

The snow was coming down through the big window behind her. Max liked the snow. He’d been raised in L.A. and hadn’t seen any snow except in the mountains when his parents took him to Denver once. He’d loved the way it looked, like a big ice cream sundae and had loved the mountains ever since then. He liked the way she looked with the snow coming down behind her.

Max shrugged. “Not sure. Maybe. I’m tired of working for Nicky. I didn’t mind Gerry Knucks so much except sometimes he made my secretary uneasy because he’s a thug, even though he’s pretty polite for a guy from the Bronx. He doesn’t look like a thug so much as he has this … I don’t know, some sort of menacing thing going. And, he’s not a dumb guy, either. Smart. Smarter than the guys he works for who’re a bunch of wop dimwits. But … aw, you know.”

“You know what?”

“After I decided not to pay him it felt pretty good. Like I was a free man or something.”

“Not if they kill you.”


“Some things are worse than that. Paying some festuring asshole like Nicky T part of your business and washing his sleazy whore money as if he were some desert rajah makes me feel like a putz.”

“Desert sheik,” said Suzi.

“What?”

“You mean desert sheik. Not rajah. That’s Indian.”

“Like Indian from India?”

“Like that.”

He nodded. “So, anyway, it started to feel good, not paying. I like it. I got money and I’ve been busting my hump for ten years longer than I wanted to and I don’t need Nicky in my life. Besides, I don’t think it’d make any difference if I called and said it was all a joke and I’d start paying again. Nicky’s thought processes went stagnant in about the fourth grade and all he’s thinking about is respect and how this affects his reputation with the wiseguys downtown. He wants to be a made man, which I never understood.”

Besides, and this is the part he hadn’t told her, he was kind of looking forward to living large and dangerous. Max liked to visualize things. Dying from cancer and Nicky sending guns after him didn’t scare him so much because he imagined doing all the things he wanted to do before it happened. It was like a kind of freedom. At first, it had been like that old TV series with Ben Gazarra where they tell him he has only one year to live and so he goes around having adventures. Then, after the doctor had told him he was going to live, the irony of the show’s name came to him. Run for Your Life.

“You given any thought to what you’re going to do?” Suzi asked. “You know he’s going to send Gerry or some other thug to come after you. You better put something together.”

Max liked the way she approached it. She didn’t panic or get emotional. She thought things through. She had good business sense. She just wanted to make sure he had a plan.

“I can shoot pretty good. I was in the service, you know? Went to Vietnam in’sixty-five. But I didn’t see any action. Supply. What the guys get shot at call a REMF.”

“REMF?”


“Rear echelon motherfucker. Only shot my gun on the range once in a while but I was a pretty good shot anyway. I thought about that, you know, walking into Nicky T’s and blasting him like the Wild West or something where we shoot it out.”

“That’s not using your head, Shapiro,” Suzi said. “That’s letting your testosterone do the thinking and that won’t work.”

He nodded. “I’ll give you that.” But he didn’t tell her how he secretly fantasized about busting a cap on Nicky Tortino. Just walking up to him and pulling the Beretta and shooting him in the nose job he’d got himself. Mess up all that cutting and plastic surgery. At first, when he thought he was going to die and he had nothing to lose, it had made sense. Different now. Boy, was it different now. “But, I don’t know what else to do.”

She put a finger to the corner of her mouth like she did when she was looking at a new fashion line at the dress shop. Considering it, looking at it from different angles. She was a thinker, that’s for sure. “Didn’t you say you knew a guy here in Aspen? Some guy who used to be a secret service agent or something that played piano in some lounge here in Aspen?”

“Yeah,” said Max. “Guy’s name’s Springer. Cole Springer. He plays the piano and tosses off smart remarks at the ski morons who tip him, not knowing he’s making fun of them. Used to work on the president’s detail until he quit. I heard he got canned because he made some funny remark about the president to a newspaper guy or something.”

She cocked her head and smiled. “A man with a sense of humor.”

“Maybe what I need is a man with no compunction about shooting a greaseball degenerate like Nicky T who would think no more of whacking me than what shoes to wear to the mall.”

“This guy’s got experience protecting people. Who else are you going to be able to get on such short notice?”

He thought about that. “Nobody, I guess.”

“That answers your question then.”

“Yeah, well, he’d be good but I sold him a plot of land once that was in a red zone.”

“A red zone?”


“Yeah, a fly-over. Where they re-route jets from SAC headquarters in Colorado Springs while they were making some changes. He was going to put up a piano bar in Colorado Springs but the noise from the jets screwed it up so he had to sell at a loss and blames me. Took the money and moved here. That was about five years ago.”

“Why’d you do that?”

He shrugged, his palms up and level with his shoulders. “I didn’t know they were going to fly the damn things over. I’d never even seen the land. I sold it for Nicky T. That’s who he should be mad at.”

“You need him now.”

“He doesn’t like me much.”

She leaned over and stroked his chin with her thinking finger. “Then, charm him, Max.”




 It was eleven o’clock on a snow-covered October night when the football players tried to throw the little guy out of the Whiskey Basin Tavern. Normally Cole Springer was neutral about such events but it was the tattoo on the man’s forearm that caused him to intervene. Also, you couldn’t have that kind of stuff going on in this business as it made the crowd nervous—especially in Aspen—and they would soon move on to someplace where people didn’t get picked up and hurled bodily from the place where they came to relax.

The Whiskey Basin Tavern was a nicely appointed lounge, at the base of Ajax Mountain, which catered to both the ski-resort crowd of semi-celebrities and wannabes as well as the land rapist developers and millionaires and movie stars who came in now and then. There used to be racks of antlers on the roofed deck as you entered the establishment and inside artwork by Frederick Remington and, paradoxically, prints by Renoir and Monet. Very eclectic. But then the antlers had to go as it made some of the vegetarians uneasy. Springer kind of missed the horns.

Some of the regulars were there. There was Ski-Bob sitting at one table. Ski-Bob was a pretty good guy who wore a cowboy hat with a feather in it and always came to the place with an illegal smile on his face. Ski-Bob drank Crown Royal whiskey and Molson’s
Golden Ale in a cycle of whiskey, beer, whiskey, beer. Sitting with Ski-Bob was his newest snow bunny, a nice-looking blonde who was a little wide in the seat but looked serviceable enough. At the bar were Coyote Creek Jack and his buddy Chance McCoy, a couple of guys who were old enough to remember Aspen when it was just a backwoods ski resort. They could still remember when Hunter S. Thompson, the outlaw journalist, ran for sheriff of Aspen. Thompson himself had once been in the place, a fifth of Chivas Regal in his fist and demanding Red Stripe, which they didn’t have, so he left, screaming gibberish.

Then there was the odd sprinkling of Aspen chic. A successful middle-aged divorce lawyer named Caldwell was sitting two tables over from Ski-Bob. Caldwell had this silver hair contrasted by a strawberry-blond mustache and he always wore some kind of leather—cowboy boots, leather-fringed jacket, or even leather pants on a couple of occasions. He also had a split-leather cowboy hat with a conch medallion band. Caldwell had a couple of ladies who were on the cusp of their forties—both good-looking and both probably married. Caldwell was kind of a jerk but he ordered Dom Perignon about twice a week and he tipped good. Also, the leather cowboy act was amusing to Springer.

It was Wednesday night. Talent night. Anyone who could play was welcome to step up to the piano and play something. At ten o’clock, Springer was sitting at the baby grand playing a section of Chopin’s Concerto no. 2 in F Minor, a square glass of Glennfiddich Scotch sitting on a short table beside the piano bench. He had learned the piece in totality from an arrangement that provided segues to account for the loss of orchestral accompaniment. Though it made the piece a bit erratic, Springer was more concerned with romantic expression than with musical cohesion. As he played, a few people in ski clothing looked up at the man with the lumberjack build sitting at the piano. The tavern regulars paid little attention.

When he reached the somber Larghetto in the Concerto, Springer begin to think of her. He became immersed in the piece as the music both freed him spiritually while sending him to the blue world of melancholy.

He missed her.


As he neared the end of the interlude his despondency turned to resentment and he attacked the Allegro Vivace, aggressively fingering the cascading finale.

There was a smattering of applause as Springer finished. Ski-Bob nodded at him and Caldwell raised his champagne glass to him in salute. Usually, Springer saved the emotional performances for home, resorting to the piano at the Whiskey Basin as an outlet for frivolous, even whimsical displays. He acknowledged the applause and then started fingering the opening of Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata. As he moved into the melody line, he abruptly struck the keys hard with both hands and queued up the computer sound-board beside him which launched him into “Unchain My Heart.” As usual, the sudden tempo and music change got everybody’s attention and Springer had fun with the piece. He didn’t have a great voice, but it was gravelly enough for “Unchain My Heart.”

When he finished he noticed the football players, guys who played for the Colorado Golden Buffalos, hassling an older guy who was very out-of-place for an Aspen night spot—a wiry little guy who drank Budweiser straight from the red-and-white can. Springer noticed the bouncers edging closer to where the little guy was more or less arguing with the beefy college guys. Way out of his league.

Then, he saw a couple of the football players stand up and grab the little guy by the arms. When they did, Springer noticed the airborne tattoo on the guy’s forearm. The bouncers moved in and were telling the tattoo guy that he would have to go when Springer intervened.

“What’s the deal here, Bruce?” Springer asked one of the bouncers who also served as a bartender, Bruce Caspar, a big, beefy redhead with freckles like the Milky Way. Bruce read his horoscope daily and lifted weights religiously.

“Nothing, Cole,” said Bruce. “This guy—” indicating the guy with the tattoo, “has had a little too much to drink and it’s time for him to go.”

“What’s your name?” Springer asked tattoo.

“Wilson. Jake Wilson.”

“You a’Nam vet?”


“Yeah,” said Wilson.

“Hundred and first?”

He nodded. “Balls-out rocket riders and no-mercy commie killers. How’d you know?”

“Tattoo. My brother had one like it.”

“Yeah? What’s he doing now?”

“He didn’t make it back.”

Wilson’s face softened. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay. Been a long time ago and I was in grade school at the time. But thanks anyway.” Springer smiled and looked at the bouncer. “Let him hang around, Bruce.”

“What the hell you got to do with it, piano boy?” asked one of the football players. He had a crew cut and sideburns cut off square. Big guy with a big jaw. Looked like a linebacker or a tight end. The other guys with him looked like skills players—running backs or defensive backs. This was the biggest guy who was talking to him now.

Springer smiled at the guy. “I don’t have anything to do with it. This guy fought in’Nam and I’ve got some respect for that. I’m sorry for the trouble he caused you. I’ll move him to a table away from you guys. No reason for anyone to get worked up, huh? So, let’s just everybody relax and I’ll buy a round and—”

“Naw,” said the linebacker, waving a hand. He pointed a beefy finger at Wilson. “This guy’s got mouth problems and he’s gotta go. You understand that, piano? I’m a customer and you’re just the hired help—”

“Cole doesn’t work here,” said Bruce.

“What’s he doing up there then?”

Bruce started to say something but Springer held up a hand to stop him. “I just like to play,” said Springer.

“These guys were making cracks about Vietnam,” said Wilson. “I’m just minding my business, drinking my beer and they made a crack about ‘Nam vets.”

“What did you say?” Springer asked linebacker.

“You ain’t no’Nam vet. The fuck’s it to you?”

“Maybe nothing. Maybe you don’t have the mettle to say it twice.”


Linebacker’s eyes narrowed and his jaw clenched.

“Better watch yourself, piano. Before I toss you out in the snow.”

“Well, you look big enough. And we know you can talk big but I haven’t seen anything else.”

“What’s that mean?”

“It means I’ll bet you I can take you and another guy of your choice.”

“You wanna fight us?” said linebacker, amused. “Piano here wants to rumble with us.”

“No,” said Springer. “Arm wrestling. Two of you at once. You pick somebody and I’ll take down one of you right-handed and one of you left-handed. At the same time.”

“That’s crazy. We’ll break your arms.”

“I lose I’ll pay your tab and Wilson goes outside. I win, Wilson stays, you go and you pay Wilson’s tab.”

The big kid looked at his buddies, and smiled with the confidence that had increased over the years with his neck size. “You’re on, piano.”

Springer loved being called “piano.” It was right up there with “hey you.”

Over Bruce’s protests, Springer pulled up two tables and three chairs. He placed one chair between the two tables and a chair on the opposite sides. Springer seated himself in the middle chair and indicated to the linebacker and another football player—a black guy with big shoulders and a thirty-inch waist—to sit in the other two chairs. Linebacker took Springer’s right hand and the narrow-hipped guy took Springer’s left hand.

“Now, I’m a little older than you guys so be nice.” While he was talking, Springer hooked his feet around the legs on his chair. “Say go, Bruce.”

“Aw, come on, Springs, this isn’t right. My horoscope said to stay away from—”

Springer said, “Say go, Sergeant Wilson.”

“Got!”

They were young and strong. Springer knew that. But they were also cocky and drunk. Too drunk to see that he had hooked his legs around his chair or notice that he could put all his weight
forward and go in the same direction with his arms which increased his leverage. He pushed hard against the combined strength of the two men and they pushed back. It was a dead heat for a brief moment. Then, abruptly, Springer slammed both football players hands down on the table. Hard. The running back yelped in surprise and linebacker cursed. Then Springer stood and bounced linebacker’s knuckles against the wood one more time.

Linebacker jumped out of his chair and rubbed his hand. “You sonuvabitch.”

“Figure up their tab, Bruce. Pay up,” said Springer to linebacker. “And go.”

“I’m not giving you shit,” said linebacker.

Springer shrugged. “Figured you for a welcher.”

Springer saw it in his eyes way before it happened. He was going to take a swing at Springer. Well, what could you do about it? As the ham-sized fist came at him, Springer moved aside, slapped the back of the football player’s forearm and then slammed the side of his hand against the big man’s nose, breaking it. He knew he shouldn’t do this as soon as it started.

The linebacker’s nose exploded in a spray of red and Springer side-kicked him in the knee. The guy went down like a gut-shot buffalo. One of the other football players stepped up like he was going to come at Springer, but Springer was in his stance now—legs wide and balanced, hands relaxed, eyes focused and hard—and the football player put up his hands and shook his head. Linebacker was laying on the floor clutching his knee and rocking back and forth in pain.

“You sonuvabitch,” said linebacker. “You fucked up my knee.”

Springer relaxed.

Bruce and the other bouncer helped linebacker up and escorted the Colorado Golden Buffalos to the door. Bruce came back and said, “We might get in trouble over that.”

“Yeah. About time for me to call it a night, anyway.”




 Max couldn’t believe what he just saw. Surprised him so much he didn’t go over and talk to the guy, even though that had been his intention. Not that Springer wasn’t a big guy. He was. But he had
put both of the college guys’ hands down on the table like he was slamming down a five-spot on a horse. Sure he’d suckered the guys, but Max couldn’t see anyone short of Arnold Schwarzenegger in those Terminator movies doing that. Then, he’d dodged the haymaker and put the big guy on the floor.

Strong, quick, and smart. That’s what Max needed. Guy had a soft spot, too. Max saw it with the little guy and heard it in the guy’s music. Guy was a walking, talking contradiction. A tough guy that played the piano and could strong-arm people.

Perfect.

“That’s the guy?” asked Suzi.

“Yeah, what do you think?” said Max.

“You didn’t say he was cute.”

“I’m not going to date him for chrissakes.”

“He’ll do,” she said. “But—”

“But what?”

“Something about him. He’s got a look about him. I dunno.”

“Whatta ya mean, a look about him?”

“He might be hard to handle.”

“You’re the one wanted me to come here,” said Max, not believing how changeable Suzi was.

“Let’s talk to him,” she said, like she’d decided something.

“Might not be a good time. Maybe his blood’s still up.”

“Then don’t arm wrestle him,” she said, smarting off like she did once in a while.

“In the morning, maybe,” said Max.

“Good idea,” she said, giving him this wise-assed look. “Putting it off.”

What do you do with a woman like that?




CHAPTER Three

“SO WHERE’S THE FUCKING JEW?” NICKY TORTINO ASKED Gerry Knucks.

“Aspen, Colorado,” said Gerry. They were sitting in Grotto #9 on Fisherman’s Wharf, eating lunch. It was Saturday. Gerry liked this place. The food was fresh and good and he liked looking at the fishing boats coming in and out. He envied the people in the boats leaving the dock at times. Just get out on the open water without anyone around. No phone, no interruptions, no imbeciles talking out the side of their mouths.

“Send Auteen.”

“You’re not seriously going to send Auteen, are you?” Gerry Knucks said as Tortino spooned another oyster.

“What’s wrong with Auteen?” Nicky asked him, slurping the oyster. Gerry looked at the big black guy sitting next to Nicky. The man’s bodyguard. Auteen Phelps.

“First, he weighs three hundred pounds. Second, he’s black. And third, it’s fucking Aspen.”

“So?” said Nicky, in that tone that suggested that you were the one that was stupid, not him. Nicky didn’t know shit about geography but let on like he knew. Once Gerry was talking about fishing in Ontario and when Gerry asked him where he thought Ontario was, Nicky got all defensive and said, “Hey, I ain’t fucking stupid, you shithead. I know where it is, I just can’t remember what state it’s in.”

“Look, Nicky,” said Gerry, wanting to avoid a geography
argument. “It snows in Aspen. All the time. All the people there are rich people. Celebrities and shit like that. People who ski. Auteen don’t look like he skis much, y’know? Max is gonna make him if you send him up there. Max ain’t stupid.”

“Sure he is,” said Nicky, talking with his mouth full of chomped-up oyster, which looked like shit to Gerry who tried to look at something else. Guy had no class. Nicky thought you bought style at J.C. Penney’s. “He’s stupid for thinking he can just quit doing business with me without permission.”

“He thought he had cancer.”

“He shoulda died of it then. That would’ve been the smart thing.”

“Well, you can’t send Auteen. I’ll go.”

“No, I need you here. Fucking chinks are crowding me downtown. Kim Li’s all pissed off and I want you to go to Chinatown and see what his fucking problem is.”

“Auteen’s gonna stick out like a turd in a bowl of whipped cream in Aspen.”

Auteen looked up from his steak, considered Gerry. “You saying something, Gerry?”

“Just eat, Auteen,” said Gerry. God, what he had to put up with.

“I’ll send Ray Dean with him,” said Nicky.

“Ray Dean’s dumber than shit,” said Gerry. And Ray Dean was a fuck-up. A walking disaster and functional illiterate whose idea of class was the silver-capped cowboy boots he wore.

“Yeah, but he’s white.”

“I didn’t say you shouldn’t send Auteen because he’s black, Nicky. I said you shouldn’t send’im because Max will make him.”

“So, now you’re the fucking brains of the organization? That it?”

Sometimes Nicky got on Gerry’s nerves. But, what were you going to do? Doing independent work was bullshit. You sit around doing nothing and got sent places and maybe they hooked you up with somebody dumber than Ray Dean, who was a greasy cracker shitheel, and Auteen, the bull elephant. Hard to imagine but sometimes they could find somebody that dumb and it happened. Nicky paid him good and paid him regular. Let him run things to a point, but like some of the other dago dipshits he’d known, he was all bent out of shape over the respect thing.


When he was in New York the guys had been sharper. Knew how to dress. How to act. That’s the way Gerry had learned the business, from guys who knew about style and keeping a low profile, not slurring their words and using mutants for bodyguards. But things had got hot in New York. Feds shutting everybody down. Gerry jumped to the West Coast where he’d hooked up with Nicky on a reference from Benny Lovitz, a smooth operator who got sent up for a dime jolt when he wouldn’t rat out some of his business associates but helped Gerry out before they turned the key on him. Stand-up guy with honor. Some integrity. Did things the old way.

Nicky T wore disco necklaces and talked like he thought he was Robert De Niro. It was fucking tiresome. It was like you had to tell the man everything three different ways until you got it delivered in a way the guy would accept. Or understand. Gerry didn’t know which.

“Okay,” said Gerry. “I’ll go to Chinatown and see this guy. Auteen and Ray Dean can go to Aspen. Maybe we’d better contact somebody local, who knows the territory, to show them around.”

Nicky nodded his head like he was considering it, putting on an act for Auteen like maybe if he didn’t think it was a good idea he wouldn’t do it. Nicky knew Gerry was right and Gerry knew Nicky knew it, but you had to play the game with the man.

The shit he had to put up with for money.




 Springer didn’t like Max Shapiro and the other sharks who were paving over Colorado so when Max came over to his table in the Wienerstube, a little bakery/restaurant on East Hyman and asked him if he remembered who he was, Springer said, “You’re a guy never saw a meadow didn’t look like a parking lot.”

Shapiro had looked at his girlfriend like, “See what I mean?” She gave him a look like, “So what, do what you came to do.” Then he’d told him how he wanted to hire him as a bodyguard.

“I don’t do that anymore,” said Springer, spearing a piece of French toast with his fork.

“Yeah, I know. You play the piano. And play games with college boys.” Shapiro getting testy now, more from exasperation than
anger, Springer thought. Springer had learned to watch and gauge people’s moods from his days in the service. Max was an older guy who looked pretty good for his age which Springer guessed at late fifties. Medium build but not sloppy. Not muscular either. Built about like Paul Newman.

“What do you need protection from?” Springer said. “I think you have a captivating personal manner.”

Shapiro looked at his girlfriend, making a face. She said, “Well, Max, he’s right. You’ve got to do better than that. Can’t make fun of what he does.”

“He made a crack about what I do,” said Shapiro, in self-defense. She smiled, shook her head, then looked at Springer. Shrugged her shoulders.

“He really needs your help, he just doesn’t like to ask,” she said. She had nice green eyes and a good voice to go with it. The kind of voice that got things done. Got people to go along with her. “He’s really quite a lovely person when he’s not acting out.”

He indicated a chair, inviting her to sit down. Max sat down also, though nobody asked him to.

“What does he need protection from?” Springer asked her.

“Some nasty guys in San Francisco don’t like him anymore.”

“Why don’t they like him? I know why I don’t like him.”

“Let’s just say he is no longer fulfilling their wishes.”

“He’s involved with criminals. That it?”

“Like that.”

“What the hell?” said Max. “Am I invisible? Don’t talk about me like you were watching me on television or something.”

“Sorry, Max,” she said, patronizing him a little. Teasing him with it. “Tell the man what you want.”

Max gave her a look, then said to Springer, “I want you to watch my back. Like I was a politician or something.”

“You’d be a step up from that.”

“I’ll pay you whatever you want.”

“That suggests you have some hard people after you. What did you do that pissed them off?”

“Why does it matter?”

Springer shrugged. “Want to know what I’m up against.”


“I’m not gonna tell you about myself.”

“Max Shapiro, man of mystery,” said Springer, smiling.

“You just need to take the money and do the job.”

“I’m not going to do it blind.” He took a sip of his coffee. “Besides, maybe you have it coming.”

That stopped Max for a moment. “What is it with you? You got some sort of moral dilemma about taking money? You’re hard to talk to, you know that? Probably why you have to work for other people instead of running your own show.”

Springer smiled at him. Amused now. Guy could piss you off without trying, thought Max.

“What’s it pay?”

“Pay you a grand a week and if you have to take anybody out I’ll pay a bonus. Twenty-five thousand. You get beat up, I pay the doctor bills. You get clipped, I’ll spring for the funeral. I might even get you a wreath. Hire some mourners.”

“What could be better than that?”

Max looked at the woman. Nodded his head. Then back at Springer. “You go way out of your way to be smart-assed, y’know?”

“Really not that much trouble. What about the Whiskey Basin?” Springer asked.

“They’ll get another piano player.”

“Maybe not one who can arm wrestle football players,” Suzi said.

“I own the place,” Springer said.

Shapiro turned his head and looked out the corner of his eyes at him. “You own it.” Not a question.

“My place.”

“Shitty location.”

“Least it’s not in the SAC flight pattern.”

“You want the job, or not?”

“Probably not.”

“Not enough money? What?”

“Wouldn’t pay my bills. Three grand a week’s what I have to have.”

“Three grand? A week? Are you fucking kidding?”

“Everything’s higher in Aspen. Besides, I’m giving you my land-raper rates.”


Max made a face, shaking his head, teeth clenched. “This fucking guy,” he said, under his breath.

“Pay what he asks,” Suzi said, prodding Max. He frowned.

“What are you, his agent?” said Shapiro.

“What are you saving it for?”

“Just because I got guys after me doesn’t mean I start throwing money away.”

“Just do it,” she said.

“I’ll pay two five a week,” he said.

Springer shook his head.

Max appealed to her, “Will you look at this guy?”

“How much is your life worth to you?”

“Nothing I go broke saving it.”

Springer smiled. Sipped his coffee.

“I’ll add another five hundred myself,” said the girl.

“You got five hundred a week to add?” asked Shapiro. Springer saw the change in the guy.

“Yeah, I’ve got that much. Besides, I never liked Nicky all that much. Don’t want to lose you to him.”

Springer looked at the girl and she gave him a look that asked him to do it. Not a pleading look. It was a look that demanded that he do it. She definitely had something going in the insight department. Forceful without being intrusive. He needed to watch her. He wondered if Max had figured out what he had in her.

“I’ll give it some thought,” said Springer. “While I’m thinking about it I might know someone you could call and he could help you out while I consider it. Retired cop.”

“Well don’t go out of your way to do me any favors.”

Springer smiled. “Last thing on my mind.”

Suzi chuckled at that.

Sitting here with two wise-asses, thought Max. Who needed that?




CHAPTER Four

TOBI RYDER KNEW SHE SHOULD’VE BROUGHT IN HER HANDBAG and kept the gun in it while she was in the restaurant but she was stubborn. She didn’t like the way it felt under her left arm when she was sitting. The .40 Sig was always uncomfortable but she didn’t like the way the smaller autos shot. The male cops would tell her to get a “lady’s gun” or ask her if she was going to take down a buffalo and she would look at them, smile through her perfectly straight teeth, and tell them to “eat shit.” The Sig wouldn’t fit in most of her purses and she couldn’t wear it on her belt and keep it out of sight so the only alternative was the shoulder holster. Sometimes, though, the holster strap chafed against her bra strap.

But she could hit what she pointed at. First time, every time.

Still, she never learned to adjust to sitting in trendy night clubs and restaurants around Aspen among the Donna Karan costumes, armed with the clip loaded with ten 190-grain bullets and one in the pipe.

“So, what do you think?” Summers asked her.

“Can’t figure it,” she said, looking at the guy with the large shoulders and delicate hands sitting with Max Shapiro and an attractive woman who seemed to be with Max. The trio looked somewhat out of place among the beautiful people. Max and the woman dressed expensively while the guy in question dressed well but looked like he shopped the racks at J.C. Penney’s. Actually, the guy looked like he belonged in a beer commercial with trees and mountains and streams bubbling in the background.


“Maybe the guy’s dirty.”

She shrugged. “Could be. Doesn’t show in his jacket.”

“They kicked him out of the secret service.”

“I thought he quit.”

“He made some crack about the president. Newspaper guy asks him if the president was a pussy-hound and the guy says something like, ‘if my gun had perfume on it he’d be on top of it in two seconds.’”

“That’s not the way I heard it,” she said. “What happened was the president summoned some showgirl to his room and the news guy got wind of it and followed her up to his room. Springer, and this is the part I’m not sure about, stops the reporter, telling him he had to leave and the reporter asks him what the president was doing with a beautiful woman in the room and he says, ‘You’re the reporter. What do you think he’s doing?’”

“That wasn’t smart.”

“On whose part?” she said, reaching under her arm and adjusting the holster.

“How you figure a shithead like Shapiro gets a babe like the redhead?”

“Women go out with you. Figure that one.”

“I could remind you why.”

“And I could shoot you through the heart,” she said, not kidding. Glasses clinked and voices chattered away, tailing off to nothing.

“Come on, Tobi,” he said, smiling. Actually, it was more of a leer. Jack Summers was a pain in the ass. He had always been a pain in the ass. It was his life’s work. He was a handsome guy with a good line but she’d played that hand and folded. A smooth user of women who could convince you he was telling you the truth while hiding the silent lie. “How long are you going to stay mad at me?”

“What makes you equate disgust with anger?”

He had been trying to hit on her since the FBI sent him to Aspen. He was an expert on Max Shapiro and the San Francisco rackets and Tobi Ryder of the Colorado Bureau of Investigation knew the area, so when Shapiro cleared out of the Bay area and
headed for the mountains they became a duo. They had been an item briefly two years ago when she was on the rebound from her ex-husband—David, the asshole—another federal hotshot who thought “dodging bullets and fighting crime” was an aphrodisiac to helpless women all over the Rockies. Her mother adored David because he was handsome and what her mother called, “focused with good business sense.” Her father had been less kind.

“He’s a piece of shit with legs,” he’d told her. “You shouldn’t marry cops. They’re unreliable.” Then he’d smiled at her, enjoying his irony. Her dad was a cop, too. Her mother was a powerful, tough woman, a former assistant district attorney in San Francisco, while her dad had been a carefree risk-taker who’d died five years ago in a motorcycle accident. At the funeral her mother had been a rock. Not a tear. Took care of all the arrangements. The press slobbered all over her toughness. Her stoicism. Tobi had tried to be tough like her, but had started crying like a little girl, missing her daddy, when the SFPD color guard handed her a flag and his badge.

He had been her hero—her ideal—and now he was gone. So, she’d taken this job and moved away from the foggy, misty curtain of San Francisco to the Rockies where the air was so crisp and clear that it was like looking at the mountains in a mirror’s reflection.

Jack Summers said, “Maybe I like tough women.”

“Unrequited love’s the worst,” she said, sipping her coffee. She looked at the Springer guy, talking to Max Shapiro and the redhead. Springer was a good-looking guy with broad shoulders. Dark hair. Dark sad eyes. Hell of a piano player. A guy who could play Chopin and take out a two-hundred-fifty-pound athlete in a matter of seconds. They’d followed Shapiro to the Whiskey Basin and she noticed Springer right off. When Springer came to Aspen she had run background on him because of his security clearance. Cole Springer, age 35, white male, 6-1, 200 pounds. Desert Storm veteran. Special forces. Widower. Considered a loose cannon by White House aides. A practical joker who was a dead shot with a pistol—held the secret service record on the pistol range. A dangerous man who could make you cry the way he played a piano—like he was lost in it.

The Bureau had been trying to make a case on Max Shapiro
for ten years, Summers told her. Money laundering. Underworld contacts. But Max was smooth. He kept himself out of trouble. The Bureau wasn’t really that interested in Max as he was just a conduit. They wanted Nicky Tortino. Summers wanted Nicky bad as he had been close a couple of times. But Tobi knew Summers would take Max as a bonus—or squeeze him to get what he wanted. But things had gotten weird in San Francisco.

“There’s been some kind of change in mood between Shapiro and Nicky,” said Summers. “Something doesn’t add up. Don’t know what it is yet.”

“Shapiro doesn’t look like a criminal,” she said.

Summers looked at her. “So, tell me, what does one look like?”

“Not like him.”

“So now you’re clairvoyant.”

“It was an observation of his physical characteristics. Clairvoyance would require me to intuit his disposition.”

“Well, he’s a dog-ass and I’m going to turn the key on him.” Always talking tough, that was Summers. Like they were in the movies or something. Jack Summers, G-Man.

She watched the three of them—Shapiro, Springer, and the woman—their body language suggested that the discussion was business. But what business? Shapiro’s girlfriend looked sharp and poised; not the kind of woman that hung around with mobsters and crooked real estate speculators, though she had the flavor of bright lights about her. Something was wrong with Summers’ picture of Max Shapiro and Tobi thought she knew what it was. The fact that Shapiro was in Aspen talking to an ex-Secret Service agent was a hint.

“You said things had changed between Shapiro and Tortino, right?” she said. “So, maybe Tortino is mad at Shapiro and wants to have him killed. So, he visits a former Secret Service man. The only one in town. A guy who has been a high-speed bodyguard.”

Summers looked at them, turning his head sideways, as if he were considering something deep and deliberative. “That’s a stretch. Maybe the Springer guy is dirty and Shapiro is cutting him in on a deal.”

“Now Springer’s dirty too?” That’s another thing about Summers.
He was so cynical it made your teeth hurt. “Everybody′s a criminal to hear you tell it. There is a term for people who are not criminals, Jack. They’re called citizens. You remember them, the ones we’re sworn to protect?”

Summers leaned his head back and looked down his nose at her, which he did when he thought he was imparting wisdom or telling one of his fabulous lies about “how special” she was to him. Back before he quit smoking, he used to hold the cigarette alongside his face when he’d do that. She almost wished he hadn’t quit smoking because he had a couple of mannerisms with the cigarette that tipped her off when he was lying.

Summers said, “The rumor is Springer got the money for his place by raiding crack houses in Denver.”

She looked at him like she didn’t believe him.

“Way it went,” he said, “he dressed up like DEA and went in hard and confiscated their money, leaving the bad guys cuffed to each other.”

“Went in by himself?” She thought about it and had to smile. “Plays the piano and takes down crack dealers.”

“He took a guy with him. Some outlaw guy around here works at a ski resort. Don’t get yourself all lathered up. He’s not Robin Hood. But he’s capable of doing a deal with Shapiro.”

For a half-second she could see herself stabbing Jack in the throat with her fork. “Why would Shapiro need to do that?” she said. “You said yourself that Shapiro dealt in large money with big companies. Why would he need a piano player in Aspen?”

“You can’t figure the way these recidivist reprobates think.” He did a double take with his eyes. “Hey, they’re leaving.”

“You take Shapiro,” she said. “I’ve got the piano player.”




 Springer was up and moving around by six o’clock. He’d always been an early riser. He ground some coffee and got the coffeemaker started, then sat down and looked out at the snow which gleamed with moonlight, waiting for the sun to peak over the mountains and break the day into different colors. Thought about Max Shapiro’s offer. Springer could use the money. Paying for and operating
the club was costing him big-time and if it wasn’t for the deal on his living quarters he wouldn’t be making it. Aspen was high-rent.

Max’s girlfriend, Suzi, was an interesting person. Good-looking woman about Springer’s age, maybe older. Street smart with good sense. Not the type who had a huge vocabulary but was expressive and thought before she said things. Kind of kept Max on task is what it seemed like. She had this reddish-gold hair like his wife Kristen had had.

He could still see Kristen if he closed his eyes. Her smiling when he said something she thought funny. Frowning at him when she disagreed with him or thought he was over the top. Then the cancer got hold of her and didn’t let go. It had been hard to watch. She went a piece at a time. And each piece chipped away at him—like being skinned with a plastic spoon. She told him she was worried about him after she was gone because women functioned better without a husband, than men did without a wife.

“Promise me you’ll find someone,” she’d said.

“I’m not going to make this mistake again,” he said, trying to lighten things up. She didn’t like it when he cried. It made her feel bad, like it was her fault she got cancer. She’d smiled and told him how she didn’t want him to sit around feeling sorry for himself and playing melancholy pieces on the piano like he did when he was thinking about something he regretted.

“I can always tell what’s going on with you by listening to you play,” she’d told him right before the end. That’s what he liked about her. She was tough-minded. She didn’t whine or complain about her disease. And, she was perceptive and knew how he worked inside his head. She didn’t press him on things, just knew how to react to him. It was like their relationship was symbiotic so when she died it diminished him more than if he’d been cut in half. More like two-thirds gone.

Long time gone.

He got a cup of coffee and looked out the frosty bay window of his apartment. He lived in the second story of a turn-of-the-century house that belonged to an actor friend of his. Nice place. Halfway up Red Mountain. Worth about 3.5 million. The actor, twice nominated for an Oscar, would come in on weekends and
holidays and stay in the main floor, bringing in politicians, celebrities, and family. Springer watched the place for the guy when he wasn’t there and paid minimal rent. Minimal rent for Aspen, that is. He could barely cover the rent and the interest on his business. In fact, he couldn’t cover both. Thirty-six years old, a widower with no children, and living in somebody else’s place.

You’re really going places, kid, he thought.

Looking down he noticed the dark brown Explorer. Smoke coming out of the exhaust. Where were those binoculars he’d bought when he went elk hunting last year?




 Tobi Ryder had gotten up early and provisioned herself for watching Springer. Coffee, doughnuts, a couple of sandwiches. Newspaper and a novel to read. Nice place he had. Beautiful house with a wrap-around porch and a large upper deck. Surveillance work was boring work, not like television and the movies where the cop or detective is sitting there about two minutes and then something revelatory happened. Once, in her first year with CBI, she’d sat outside this alleged paper-hanger’s house for four days waiting for him to emerge so she could follow him and find his connection only to learn she had the wrong address.

Now she had sat in front of this house for an hour in the dark, drinking hot tea from the thermos and munching the French pastry she knew she shouldn’t be eating since everything went right to her hips, trying to keep the crumbs off the upholstery of her new Explorer.

She’d followed him home last evening, waiting for the lights to go out before heading home for a few hours of sleep, then back here to wait and see where he went, what he did. Maybe he was involved with Max, maybe not. It was more an excuse to get away from Summers for a while. She was starting to harbor thoughts of macing the guy.

Couldn’t believe she had ever dated Jack Summers, FBI lounge lizard. But, he’d been slick. A predator male whose dating persona was vastly different from the real Jack Summers, who was only interested in her as a trophy fuck. Too many of those guys around.
They ought to start a special department downtown and put her in charge—round up all the phoneys and incarcerate them. Unfortunately, that would only leave married men and widowers. Stop it, Ryder, she chided herself, you’re becoming way too cynical.

She started the vehicle because she was getting cold. The radio guy said the temperature was in the thirties, felt like the teens. Lived here five years now and had never gotten used to the cold mornings even though when the sun was up she barely noticed the cold. She’d grown up in California. Carmel. It got cool there sometimes, with the Pacific Ocean breezes and all, but nothing like this. She shivered as the heater began to warm the cab. She picked up the binoculars and rolled down the frosty window so she could scope the grounds and the windows of the house.

There were no lights on in the lower part of the house but there was a glow in the second story. She glassed the bay window and jumped back from the lenses when she picked him up in the window.

He was waving at her. Looking back at her through his own pair of binoculars.

What a smart-ass.

Springer smiled as he watched her double take. It was like that Eastwood movie where Clint and Lee Van Cleef are looking at each other from their hotel rooms and Van Cleef puts his telescope down then raises it back up to look at Clint and gets that cryptic Clint smile in return. That man-with-no-name smile that was like a blink of an eye.

He’d noticed her and her partner in the restaurant. Watched them come in the place and studiously avoid looking at him, as if they weren’t aware of him, which is one of the things they taught you to look for in the service. From force of habit, Springer had memorized every face in the room and picked up on their mannerisms. The pair had tried to affect nonchalance like a couple out on the town, but their mannerisms and body language wasn’t companionable. It suggested two people thrown together by circumstances and purpose. Especially her. By watching her out of the corner of his eye he could see that she was only with him out of necessity.


There were other clues. She wasn’t carrying a purse and the way she avoided sitting with her left side against either the table or the chair back, her body turned ever so slightly to avoid contact with that side of her body. She was carrying a weapon. And a big one. Nice-looking lady with a big heater that didn’t like to carry a purse. Tall girl with chestnut-colored hair and an expressive mouth that curled up on one side when an amusing thought came into her mind.

Cops. Had to be. No mistaking them. The guy with her was a federal cop. You could smell it. See it. Taste it. Brooks Brothers suit, hair cut razor perfect. Following Max? Yes. And now following him. Why?

So, he waved to her and she surprised him by smiling back—a brief Clint smile—before putting the vehicle in gear and driving away. He’d see her again. Maybe he’d bring her a cup of coffee or something next time. You never know.

He smiled to himself and sat down at his piano and played the intro to Leon Russell’s, “Roll Away the Stone.”

Smiled some more.





End of sample
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