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Dedication
 
To all the police officers, firefighters and public safety personnel who have given their lives in service to their communities.
 
 
“No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends”
 
John 15:13
 
 



 
 
Glossary of Official Abbreviations
 
ACI- Assistant Chief Inspector
ADA- Assistant District Attorney
AUSA- Assistant United States Attorney
CI- Confidential Informant
DEA- Drug Enforcement Administration
DCI- Deputy Chief Inspector
DI- Deputy Inspector
 FDR- Franklin Delano Roosevelt Drive
FBI- Federal Bureau of Investigation
PD- Police Department- New York City
PC- Police Commissioner- New York City
SIU- Special Investigations Unit of the NYPD Narcotics Division
 



 
 
Ranks in the New York City Police Department
(Ascending Order)
 
Patrolman - Old designation, now officially Police Officer
Detective - In ascending order of pay grade, usually no supervisory function: Third, Second, First Grades
Sergeant
Lieutenant
Captain - Last Civil Service rank, promotion by Civil Service examination
Deputy Inspector - All ranks above captain are appointive by the Police Commissioner
Inspector
Deputy Chief Inspector
Assistant Chief Inspector - Outranked only by designated Chief of Detectives, Chief of Patrol, Chief of Personnel and Chief Inspector, highest uniform rank in the Department
Commissioner and Deputy Commissioners - Civilian positions appointed by the Mayor
 



 
 
‘The Phoenix hope can wing her way
Through the desert skies,
And still defying fortune’s spite,
Revive from ashes and rise.’
 
Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra
Author of Don Quixote
1547-1616
 
 



 
 
Chapter One
 
Ricardo Mendez stood on a deserted street corner of Nogales, Mexico, under the careful observation of his back-up team of agents. The accumulated debris and overturned trashcans that had spilled their rotten contents onto the narrow sidewalks reeked of discarded and putrefied household waste. A fetid stench of the long-neglected garbage wafted to his nostrils. The sultry heat worsened the odour and threatened to make him nauseous if he remained there for much longer.  His contact, due to arrive at midday in the broiling sun, was now running several minutes late, a characteristic of his indolent nature. 
U.S. Drug Enforcement Agents Osgood and Bagley, Ricardo’s designated field operatives who had driven him to the meeting place, stationed themselves a bare twenty-five yards away in a 1970 Oldsmobile 442 with a dilapidated exterior, their presence disguised by windows tinted with a bluish-gray finish. Underneath the rusted and chipped chassis, a newly fitted super V-8 engine idled with a virile throb. The doors concealed steel reinforced panels and the opaque windows protected the occupants with bullet-resistant non-shatter glass designed especially for vehicles such as these.
Before the bearded informant left the car that had driven him to the meet, Agent Osgood handed him a small bundle of marked currency and said, “When the exchange takes place he’ll probably want to count the dough. We’ll jump right out and collar him before he walks away.”
“I’ll try to stall him a moment longer,” ‘Ricardo answered, slipping on his distinctive sun glasses with polarized lenses, “just in case he starts to leave too quickly.”
While he waited, Ricardo, the cover name assigned to him in his role as an undercover informant for the Regional Federal Drug Enforcement Unit, absently fingered the cash in his pocket. The money intended for the purchase of the drugs that he had arranged to buy from a street dealer, Enrique Barra, known in the local narcotics trade as El Chulo. This purveyor of often-poisonous heroin adulterated with boric acid, “stepped on” in drug parlance, had earned the mocking sobriquet from his associates in crime. They used it as a cynical twist on a Spanish word for pretty. It had become a snide tribute to his lumpy and scarred face, made more unsightly by an unshaven growth of scruffy facial hair. 
When they had first met to arrange the sale of three ounces of the product El Chulo had to offer, Ricardo had looked into his dead, mirthless eyes with their lusterless irises flecked with dull browns and yellows, devoid of any defined color. Ricardo recognized the indicia of evil that emanated from the Mexican’s appearance and demeanor. With a certainty that this petty criminal had cartel-ordered murders to his credit, Ricardo knew to exercize the utmost caution when dealing with him. 
His back-up team planned to take the pusher into custody immediately upon the completion of the drug buy to avoid the potential of their target’s escape into the winding dirt streets of the barrio. Their hope to question El Chulo and use him to identify those higher up in the chain of Mexican drug traffic stood little chance of success, but if they only removed a suspected multiple killer from the criminal ring that plagued the Texas-New Mexico border towns, it would count as a successful operation. The local field office of the United States Drug Enforcement Administration saw an opportunity to make inroads into the cross-border traffic from Mexico by targeting a low-life like El Chulo and using his arrest as an opening wedge in their efforts. 
Maintaining his vigilance, Ricardo saw El Chulo come into view a block away accompanied by another man whom he had not seen before. “Chulo” Barra had brought his own backup. Ricardo knew instantly that the burly, hard-faced man with the small-time dealer represented a serious menace. With a subtle hand signal, he alerted Osgood and Bagley then turned to face the approaching Mexicans. Bagley slipped quietly from the passenger’s side of the Oldsmobile and crouched behind the front fender, remaining screened from view with his 9mm Glock drawn and ready. A signal from his partner would spring him into action. Osgood drew his own automatic and held it on his lap, lowered the driver’s side window part way and slid down in the seat to minimize his observable profile but which position permitted him to keep Ricardo under surveillance. Ricardo stepped back into the shadows of the nearby building line to divert the Mexicans’ attention from the car across the street with the agents poised to move in once the planned exchange took place. 
The presence of the second man with Chulo now complicated the operation. Ricardo, with experience based on years as an undercover operative, had a strong suspicion that this encounter would not end in arrests. The impending confrontation heightened his sensory awareness that prepared him for quick response should it become necessary. Not permitted by the Agency to carry a weapon, he had to rely on his own reflexes and the skill and fast reaction of the men assigned to protect him. The two Mexicans approached their potential customer while scanning the area nearby with narrowed eyes alert with suspicion. With its outward appearance as a derelict vehicle, the Oldsmobile did not attract their attention.
As they approached Ricardo, El Chulo, speaking in Spanish said: “Say hello to my friend Chi-chi,” referring to the heavier of the two men.
Chi-chi, his right hand in his trouser pocket, addressed Ricardo: “Hey ‘Barbudo’, you got the money?” he snarled, using the nickname, the ‘bearded one’. The drug gang had tagged Ricardo with their own label since they began dealing with him.
“Lemme see the product first,” Ricardo said, in Spanish, keeping his voice modulated.
“We came for the money, sucker,” Barra said, baring his crooked yellow teeth in a sinister sneer.
“You don’t want to do business any more, Chulo? You know the deal, no product, no money,” ‘Ricardo replied.
 “We don’t do business with gringos, or whoever you are”, Chi-chi said, taking a menacing step forward. 
Ricardo inched further back against the stucco wall behind him, running out of room to maneuver. “You think I’m a gringo pigeon? Now you’re trying to rip me off?”
Chi-chi pulled his hand from his pocket brandishing an eight-inch, lead-weighted sap. Without warning, the taller thug swung the blackjack aiming for Ricardo’s head. Trapped against the wall, Ricardo could only duck away from the blow. The leather-encased weight caught him on the left cheekbone, knocking his expensive sunglasses to the pavement several feet away. Blood spurted from the wound and Ricardo slid to the ground raising his arm to ward off the expected second attack. Chulo reached into his back pocket and began to draw a gun. Before Chi-chi could lift his arm to swing again, two shots in rapid succession struck both Mexicans, each one an accurate bullet to the head. 
Osgood and Bagley sprinted across the street and helped their operative to his feet. Bagley pulled a clean, folded handkerchief from his pocket and pressed against Ricardo’s injury. “Hold this in place,” he said, “until we get you some stitches in a hospital across the border.”
Ricardo stood unsteadily, placed his own hand over the cloth and bent to retrieve his glasses. “These cost me a lot of money,” he said, examining them for damage.
“C’mon,” Osgood said, “let’s get outta here. Leave these two mutts where they are. The Nogales police aren’t going to care. With a blood-stained blackjack on the ground, they’ll guess what happened.” He peeled back the handkerchief and peeked at the wound, “That’s gonna be a serious black eye, my friend.”
After a quick search of both bodies, they confiscated the loaded snub-nosed .38 caliber revolver found in Chulo’s hand. The agents helped their man into the back seat of the Olds and roared north along the highway toward the border crossing and New Mexico. “We left a mess back there,” Ricardo said. “We gonna get blowback from the Mexican authorities?”
“Listen, my friend,” Osgood said over his shoulder while speeding along the deserted highway north, “The next smack with that blackjack could have finished you. Did you see the size of that thing? Luckily, the first one was only a glancing blow. You rather we lost time running across the street to make an arrest or wait until that other ugly mutt shot you?”
“No. you’re right, I’m just twitchy about leaving bodies in our wake,” Ricardo murmured, now bent over with pain.
“As we said before, nobody’s gonna miss those two,” Bagley answered.
 
His injury treated in the emergency room with stitches, an ice pack and pain-killers, Ricardo received a few days off from the Supervising Agent of the field office to recover. He borrowed an old impound evidence car from the office motor pool, and drove aimlessly out into the desert. The emptiness and austerity of the harsh landscape had a strangely calming effect on his soul. After driving for several miles, which he did not stop to calculate, he parked on the shoulder of the road and began walking. The solitary time he spent among the jagged rocks with only silent saguaro cactus to vary the endless vista of the stark desert shimmering with heat, became a cleansing, penitential rite. Off on the horizon, as he trudged through the hard-packed sand, mesas striated with the colors of eroded sediment appeared closer, then receded from view again like a fanciful mirage. An indistinct figure materialized from the waves of incandescence reflected from the parched ground. A vague sense of recognition formed in his imagination when the blurred shape of a woman emerged as if from the desert itself. Mina, the woman whom he had loved and trusted unwisely and who had died when she had attempted to kill him, strode toward him. Ricardo paused to shield his eyes from the unremitting glare. The apparition drew nearer and he almost called out to her. A crushing sadness overcame him when he realised that the broiling heat had begun to affect his rational thinking.
Old regrets and anguish welled up, but the penetrating glare from the sky reaching into the recesses of his spirit seemed to burn them away. Small desert lizards skittered across his path to remind him that life survived, even in this hostile environment. Heedless of the distance he covered, when the unremitting heat threatened to overwhelm him, he began to think of returning to the car. The exercise in self-purgation had become dangerous in the searing furnace of the desert. Retracing his steps, he hoped that he had not begun to wander in circles. 
Finally, the highway came into sight and with a last effort before he succumbed to exhaustion, he spied the car. Peeling off his shirt, soaked with perspiration, he used it to open the door without scorching himself on the scalding metal and draped the wet garment over the steering wheel. The leatherette upholstery seared his skin through his trousers and he gasped audibly. He finally started the vehicle and got the air conditioning running. Tired but cleansed, he turned the car back toward his motel, anticipating a cool shower and a Glenlivet over ice. 
Back in the motel, with the air conditioning turned up high, Ricardo wearing only undershorts lay propped up against pillows. His drink in hand, he snapped on the television as background noise while he tried to think through his dilemma. The running debate he carried on with himself about the wisdom of trying to earn his way back into the drug agency and to his respected position occupied his thoughts. This latest debacle in Mexico and the swelling and stitches he bore as a souvenir engendered serious self-doubt about whether to continue in his role as an informant setting up narcotics buys for the agents who ran him. His father, a retired Carabinieri investigator now managing a private detective firm in Italy, had long ago proffered advice that now began to reverberate in Ricardo’s memory. “When things seem at their worst, wait a few revolutions of the earth. Something always happens to change your situation. If you act too hastily in a depressed mood, you will usually regret it. Don’t make important decisions in a negative frame of mind.”
 



 
 
Chapter Two
 
The unmarked police vehicle, a black Ford Crown Victoria, kept a gap of two car lengths behind its quarry, a green Chevrolet sedan. Detective Slovik, the driver of the Ford focused his attention on the tail lights of the Chevrolet. With thinning hair and gaunt, bony features, he wore the look of both intensity and menace. 
“Slovik, make sure we don’t lose these clowns at the toll booth,” Mickey Leone, the detective in the Ford passenger seat said.
“Don’t get your shorts in a knot, will ya? I’ll make sure no one’s between us and them when we get to the toll area,” Slovik snapped.
The four occupants of the Chevrolet heading for the Fort Lee side of the Hudson River gave no indication of awareness of the police tail, which had followed them from the lower Manhattan end of the West Side Highway. 
Detective Zevin in the back seat leaned forward, “Looks like of the four in that car one of them is female.”
“Yeah,” Slovik said over his shoulder, “Word is she’s the honcho of that outfit, recent arrivals from South America.”   
Leone crooked an elbow over the back of his seat, looked back at the two men in the rear and said, “Supposed to have a major stash somewhere. When they stop, we grab them.”
 Andy Zevin asked, “What’ll we collar them for seeing as how they’ll be in Jersey? Isn’t that a little out of our bailiwick?”
 “We’ll think of something, when we get there,” Leone said. “Chances are they’re armed if they’re maneuvering a heavy load around. I’m guessing the junk’s not in the car, though. They’ve probably got it stashed somewhere safe waiting for their buyers.”
“What are they doing in Jersey, then?” Willy Beamon, the fourth detective asked from his place behind the driver.
“Beat’s me,” Slovik said. “Probably here to set up the sale, we gotta grab them fast before they have a chance to move the load.”
Up ahead, the green Chevrolet began to brake for the toll booth. The Crown Vic closed the gap, waited for the green car to clear the toll area, and pulled up to the booth attendant. Slovik flashed his shield, “NYPD,” he said to the uniformed toll taker who glanced away. With his features twisted with contempt, he gave a perfunctory wave of his hand signaling the detectives to move on.
The green car took the off-ramp toward the Fort Lee exit, halted at the stop sign at the top of the ramp, and started to make a left turn. The detectives’ car slowed to allow the cops to watch where the Chevie headed. They made the turn behind it. While the target car drove slowly along the street, the woman in the passenger’s seat watched the right side of the road then pointed to a garish neon sign, which read Fort Lee Motel. The police vehicle keeping pace with their suspects, pulled to the curb while the Chevrolet turned into the parking lot of the motel. All the occupants, three Hispanic men and the woman with a bouffant hairdo and spiked heels left the parked vehicle and walked to the entrance of the motel office, lighted by a red ‘vacancy’ sign. Slovik switched off his headlights, eased into the motel parking area and backed into a space. 
The four suspects checked in at the motel desk and returned to their car. They retrieved small overnight bags and headed for their room. The door to a first floor motel room further down along the row of accommodations opened then closed behind the three men and the woman. Light filtered through the slats of the vertical blinds that covered the windows. Leone got out of the Crown Vic and strode across the gravelly lot to the motel office. At the desk, he rang the bell for the clerk. When the clerk stepped out from the rear cubicle behind the check-in desk, Leone flashed his shield. 
“Those four people, the three Hispanic males and the woman, that just checked in. What’s the number of the room you gave them?”
The clerk, balding and bespectacled, glanced at the detective’s shield. He said: “You’re NYPD, whattaya doin’ over here?”
“They’re suspects in a serious crime. We tailed them from the city. We’re gonna call local back up. We just want a duplicate key to the room for when the Jersey cops get here.”
“I don’t know…” the clerk hesitated.
“Look, save a lot of wear and tear on your door. We want to open it nice and easy. We don’t want to startle the occupants and have a shoot-out do we?”
“Well, no…”
 “Just give me duplicate and go back to your soap opera or whatever you were watching back there. We don’t have a lot of time.”
“Maybe I should wait ‘til the Jersey fuzz gets here…”
“Last time, pal, the key or we take the door off the hinges,” Leone snarled.
The clerk fished in a drawer. “This is a master for all the rooms. I put that bunch into Room 114. It’s around to the left. Make sure you return it when you’re done.”    
 “We’ll bring it back soon as we’re finished,” Leone said.
He stepped through the office door and motioned to his three partners still in the car. When they assembled, Leone said, “Room 114” and pointed to the corner of the building where they had seen the four suspects enter. “I got a master key from the clerk.”
 
At the door to the room, Leone slipped the key into the lock, unsnapped it with a firm twist and pushed the door open. All four detectives burst into the room with weapons drawn. “Freeze, suckers,” Slovik shouted. 
At the sound of the detective’s voice the people in the room sitting across from one another on the two beds stopped their hushed conversation. All but the woman jumped to their feet. One of the men made a lunge for an Aerolineas bag on the floor next to him. Slovik shoved the muzzle of his snub-nosed .38 in the man’s ear. “Don’t be stupid.”  
The slightly-built man straightened with careful movements and raised his hands.
 “Let’s toss the room,” Slovik said to his partners.
The detectives lined all four up, hands pressed against the wall. Slovik picked up the airline bag and dumped the contents on a bed. A loaded .45 automatic slipped out along with a man’s shaving gear and spare underwear. Beamon, Zevin and Leone frisked the men. Slovik called out to them: “Don’t give this broad anything to squawk about, just handcuff her. We’ll get a female to search her later.” He stepped over to the woman who remained impassive as Zevin put her in handcuffs.
Slovik said, “You comprende English, sister?”
The woman nodded in the affirmative.
He said: “You’re not packing any heat are you? 
The woman answered with a negative shake of her head.
“Tell us now. We don’t want any mishaps later. You get my drift?”
The woman nodded her elaborately coiffed head once again to indicate she understood but remained tight-lipped, staring at the striped wall paper in front of her.
Zevin stood watch over the four while the other detectives emptied the remaining travel bags and rummaged through the contents for weapons and contraband.
Slovik held up the .45. “Looks like this is the only gun.”
 Beamon said “Nothing else of any interest here.”
Slovik said: “Willie, you and Andy take two of them in their car.” He tossed Beamon the keys to the Chevie retrieved from the nightstand. “Mike and I will take the other two. Keep an eye on these mopes while you’re driving Andy, even though they’re rear cuffed.”
Slovik stuffed the spilled contents back into the overnight bags wherever they would fit. He grabbed them all by the handles, turned off the light and said: “Run them out to the cars, I’ll take the key back to the office. Let’s take them to the 10th Precinct where this tail started. We’ll make that the place of occurrence.”
They all left the room with their prisoners in tow. Slovik opened the door to the motel office, tossed the master key on the desk and headed for the detectives’ vehicle. Two of the suspects sat in the back seat of the Crown Vic, each with his head bowed. Slovik started the car and turned toward Route 9W back to the Bridge and Manhattan.
The two men in the back began to mutter to each other in Spanish. Mike Leone reached back and tapped the man nearest him on the head. “Shut up, no talking in the police car.”
The man pulled his head back and looked out the window without a response. His companion stared out the opposite side. All the occupants maintained their silence during the drive to the stationhouse.
When they arrived at the stationhouse on West 20th Street, Zevin and Beamon waited for them parked on a side street nearby. They marched their prisoners before the desk lieutenant. Slovik said, “We’re from the Narcotics Special Investigations Unit. We got four for a gun in a car, Lieu.”
“How’d you find the gun?” the lieutenant asked. 
“They fit a description we got of people with a stash of drugs. No drugs, but the gun was on the floor of the car in plain sight.”
The lieutenant cocked a quizzical eyebrow but said, “Take them up to the squad and process them. Where’s this gun?”
Slovik produced the weapon, slide secured to rear and the breach open and empty, with the magazine separate. He handed the pistol to the desk officer butt first, and then the clip with the copper-jacketed ammunition. The lieutenant called his clerical man over and directed him to prepare a property voucher for the weapon as evidence.
“You have a female, has she been searched?” he asked Slovik.
Slovik exhibited a wolfish grin. “We wouldn’t do that, Lieu. We’ll need a policewoman for that. We’ll also need an interpreter, got any Spanish speaking cops around?”
“We’ll scare somebody up. There’s got to be someone working tonight who speaks the language.”
The detectives sat their prisoners at some remove from each other in the squad room and began to prepare the arrest paperwork. Slovik took the first of the male prisoners by the arm and walked him over to the waist-high table used to take prints. With a fingerprint card slipped into the bracket, the detective smeared the glass plate with a roller and a daub of fingerprint ink. The moment Slovik released the manacles from the man’s wrists the suspect reached for his trouser pocket slipped out a piece of paper and stuffed it into his mouth. The detective grabbed the man’s throat to prevent him from swallowing the paper. During the struggle, the prisoner tried to rip Slovik’s hand away. They crashed into a desk knocking the baskets loaded with files onto the floor. Beamon jumped up and seized the man in a head lock. Both he and Slovik pinned the thrashing man to the floor. Slovik pried the man’s mouth open and extracted the paper. Beamon dragged him to his feet, threw him into a chair and re-cuffed him.
The other three detectives crowded around Slovik as he spread the saliva-wetted slip on a desk top. “Whaddya got?” Zevin asked.
“It’s an address, an apartment building. It’s local, right here in the 10th precinct,” Slovik said.
“Does it show an apartment number?” Leone asked.
“Yeah, it does.” Slovik looked around at his three partners, a gleam of light dawned in his eyes. “You guys thinking what I’m thinking?”
“This could be it,” Zevin said.
“No kiddin’,” Slovik said. “That’s what just flashed in my head.”
“We gotta check this out ASAP,” Beamon murmured.
At that moment, a policewoman from the precinct clerical staff walked into the squad room. “You guys need a prisoner searched?”
“You’re just in time, darlin’,” Slovik told her. “We’re gonna stash this bunch in a cell. We got something else to check out. Give this dame a quick toss and get her into female detention for us will you?”
He turned to the other three detectives, “Let’s take the men downstairs to the cells to hold them until we get back.”
“How we gonna get that past the desk officer?” Leone asked.
“I’ll tell him something important has popped up. We’ll be back quickly. It’s not like we’re gonna leave them overnight without finishing the paperwork. I’ll tell him how important this is.”
 On the way out the door, Slovik stopped at the desk. “We’re going out for a while, Lieu. There’s something else to check out right away. We’ll be back in a jif. All four are in cells for safekeeping ‘til we get back. Won’t take long.”
“Don’t leave this paperwork hanging,” the lieutenant said. “I want this cleared up by the end of my tour/”
“Not to worry, we’ll finish this up in no time.”
The four detectives charged out the stationhouse door to their car and sped away to find the address written on the soggy piece of paper retrieved from the prisoner. The building that corresponded to the address on the paper, a shabby four story walk-up on 13th Street, had a glass front door outlined in filigreed iron. In the lobby, scattered debris littered the floor tiled in a mosaic pattern. The odor of dried urine pervaded the air. The four detectives trotted up the stairs to the second floor landing. Slovik pulled out the set of keys retrieved from the pocket of the man who tried to swallow the note. He tried every key on the ring in the door lock until one snapped it open. A second key released the door brace bar on the inside. Using his flashlight, Zevin fished around for a light switch in the tiny entrance hallway, and flipped it on. They fanned out to search the four-room apartment, started with the kitchen, worked their way through the sitting room with its worn out, threadbare furniture. 
Beamon called from one of the bedrooms, “Hey, fellas, come check this out.”
The other three crowded into the room and looked over Willie’s shoulder while he held the closet door ajar. Kilogram-sized packages wrapped in plain brown paper and secured by packing tape crammed the otherwise empty closet.
 Zevin murmured. “Oh man, there’s got to be at least a hundred kilos in there.”
“I think we just hit the mother lode,” Leone said.
“This will be some seizure,” Slovik said, his voice subdued. He stared in awe at the enormity of their find. Even these men from the elite Special Investigations Unit of the Narcotics Division rarely saw an amount of drugs of this size in one place. “We gotta think how we’re gonna play this. Justifying this search is gonna take some figuring,” he continued.
“Well, we got the perps in custody,” Leone said. “Why don’t we say they led us to it?”
“Nah, no ADA is gonna buy that.” He thought for a moment. “Let’s do this, two of us sit on the dope while Andy and I book the prisoners for the gun rap. Then we find a Federal prosecutor in the morning. We ask him for a warrant based on our information. Then we go and “find” the stuff and voucher it. This is too big for a local DA. The Feds will love us that we got South Americans with this much junk. A seizure like this could lead to a smuggling ring if we play it right.”
“Let’s count the packages to make sure how much we got first, before we start making claims we can’t justify,” Zevin suggested.
They began to unpack the closet, making stacks of the kilos on the bedroom floor. When they had arranged ten neat piles of ten kilos each, the detectives stopped counting.
“There’s five more here at the back of the closet,” Beamon said.  
Slovik emitted a soft whistle. ”With a seizure like this some of you guys could make grade out of this. Me, I’m already first grade, but the rest of you…”
Slovik took one of the packages from the stack, carried it to the bed, opened a clasp knife and made a small incision in the wrapping paper and through the cellophane underneath. He tossed the car keys of their unmarked car to Leone. “Run down to the car and get my testing kit out of the trunk. Let’s make sure this stuff is the genuine article before we start making any claims we can’t justify.”
Beamon called over from the closet, “The five at the back here are labeled differently for some reason.”
“Bring one over here,” Reno said, “We’ll test them both, see what they are.”
Leone left to get the chemical field kit. When he returned Slovik used a clean ash tray from the nightstand to drip the reagent onto a small sample of the powder from the first package labeled El Diablo, then tested the second one bearing the label Tia Juanita.
Slovik’s eyes gleamed with excitement, “The first one is high grade heroin for sure. The second one is cocaine. One hundred and five keys will make a nice headline. ”
A quiet murmur of approval rippled through the group.
 



 
 
Chapter Three
 
Head down and careful to avoid the oily patches of rain water, a tall, slender blond-haired girl hurried along the cracked and rutted sidewalk, a carry-all bag slung over her right shoulder. The beauticians’ school she attended at night now several blocks behind her, the girl made her way home on foot, having missed her ride when her friend with the car stayed behind to speak with the instructor. Narrowly spaced black, vertical iron bars of a fence bordered the walkway and encircled the grounds of the old hospital long ago abandoned. Ten feet high from pavement to spear shaped point, linked by horizontal connectors top and bottom, the fence appeared impregnable. Rank weeds and wild shrubbery protruded through the gaps and added to the forbidding aspect of the enclosure. 
Dismal puddles from a recent rainfall speckled the sidewalk that paralleled the fence. At a corner where the side street intersected with the main thoroughfare, an ornate iron gate hung by a lower hinge, the upper one rusted through and worked loose. The open gate gave access to a constant traffic of intruders who used the empty grounds as a clandestine lovers’ lane or a shadowy hiding place for trespassers. Addicts found a place to shoot up drugs and derelicts slept off their binges out of the prying eyes of the uniformed police that patrolled infrequently along the roadway, a moderately traveled avenue in Queens, New York.  
Passing the eerie and forbidding blackness that surrounded the hospital grounds always gave the girl shudders of apprehension. She lengthened her stride to put distance between her and the uncomfortable atmosphere. Her anxiety worsened when a dark figure seemed to move parallel to her just inside the fence. She brushed off her fear as a product of an overwrought imagination. When she neared the corner, the metal of the rusted hinge screeched and the canted edge of the heavy gate scraped against the concrete. Without looking back the girl began to run. From inside the fence, a man leapt into her path, caught her from behind and with his left hand clamped over her mouth, dragged her into the darkened hospital grounds. He tripped her backward onto the weed covered earth. Before she could scream he produced a snub-nosed pistol. He drove the muzzle of the gun into her throat under her chin and growled, “Make one sound and I pull the trigger. Now do as I say or I’ll kill you right here.”
After what seemed for her an eternity later, she staggered to the gate hysterical, bruised and with her clothing disarrayed. A passing motorist saw her and braked to the curb to give assistance. After assessing her condition, he ran out into the roadway, flagged down the next car that would stop and made an urgent request that the driver get to the nearest phone and call the police. The sector car that responded summoned an ambulance that transported the victim to the nearby Jamaica Hospital emergency room for treatment. A team of detectives from the precinct squad met her there and began the delicate process of interviewing the badly traumatized young woman. 
The woman described her attacker as a male white, in his late twenties to early thirties, with close cropped sandy hair, over six feet tall and muscular. The investigators became more keenly interested when she related that because of the short-barreled revolver he used to force her into submission, she had the impression that her attacker could have been a cop.
The detectives arranged with her to meet them at the stationhouse a few days later, where they promised that they would have a female investigator on hand to assist with the photo identification process. A woman doctor completed the pelvic exam and obtained a vaginal swab sample for transmission to the Police Laboratory to test for the presence of semen and determine the blood type of the man who committed the crime.
Days later, the victim sat in a room adjacent to the detectives’ squad area and paged through thousands of police ID photos of officers who approximated the description given by the young woman. Detective Clara O’Shea from the Police Commissioner’s Office, expert in the handling of crimes against women and children, sat with the victim and prepared to record the identity of anyone the victim selected from the photo arrays she examined. After two hours of trawling through hundreds of pictures the victim stopped at one photo. She looked up at the detective who had gently encouraged her through the agonizing process. 
“I’m sure this is the man who attacked me. I’ll never forget his face, especially the pock mark scars on his cheeks. I’m studying cosmetology at the Wilson School near where this happened. I’m quick to notice things like that,” she said.
Detective O’Shea and the precinct detective who caught the case prepared a lengthy statement for the victim to sign. When she left the stationhouse, escorted home by her mother, the assigned investigator contacted the Internal Affairs Division. 
Two lieutenants from IAD responded to the stationhouse to take the case files and photo used to identify the suspect. They next called the lab and requested a rush on the results of the rape kit with emphasis on the blood type found in the fluid sample taken from the victim of the attack. Three days later, the technician who analyzed the semen called IAD with the blood type. She told the investigators that the person who deposited the sample had “O” negative blood with other distinctive markers that narrowed down the type to a ninety percent certainty of belonging to only one person.
The lieutenants then checked the Department’s Medical Records Bureau for the suspect officer’s blood type taken when he joined the force. The picture identified by the victim and the blood type matched the officer who then became a certain target in the investigation.
 They verified his place of assignment and duty hours and found that he worked at the Queens County District Attorney’s office as a patrolman-investigator on a fast track for promotion to detective. The next morning a team from IAD headed by a captain arrived early at the DA’s office, disarmed the patrolman when he reported to work and placed him under arrest for first-degree rape, kidnapping, assault, menacing and unlawful use of a firearm. The captain notified the Chief of IAD by telephone of the arrest and that the officer had refused to make a statement.  
The Chief said: “Notify the Personnel Bureau of his suspension. Then open his locker and search it. See what else you find in there.”
The captain and two of his team drove to a nearby precinct, borrowed a pair of heavy bolt cutters, returned to the DA’s office and cut the lock that secured the arrested patrolman’s locker. On a shelf in the locker they found a stack of property invoices accompanied by cellophane envelopes that contained vouchered narcotics. The vouchered materials consisted of drug evidence seized during arrests made by the officer, who brought it to court hearings and never returned it to the Property Clerk’s Office as required by Department regulations. The captain brought the evidence to his office and showed it to the chief. 
“Follow this up,” the chief said. “Tomorrow take as many men as you need and get to the Property Clerk. Don’t notify anyone there in advance. I want a complete inventory of all evidence in that place, especially narcotics. Find out who else has checked out evidence and not returned it.”
The following day, a team of six investigators from Internal Affairs descended on the Property Clerks Office. They directed that the officers assigned there produce all records of narcotics evidence previously invoiced and the records of all materials checked out by cops for court appearances. They especially wanted those vouchers for unreturned evidence. During the inventory, members of the IAD team found a property voucher for one hundred kilos of heroin that showed a check-out to court and a return. The illegible signature on the property form seemed to indicate that a detective from the Narcotics Division, Special Investigations Unit had signed for the drugs. When they located the two shipping trunks that had contained the packaged drugs, fifty kilograms in each, they opened them and called the captain over, “Hey Cap, take a look at this.”
The carelessly repackaged white powder in the storage chests crawled with flour weevils. 
“Well, we know that’s not heroin in there,” the captain said. “Take a sample over to the lab and have it analyzed. No pun intended, but it looks like we just opened another can of worms.”
 
Internal Affairs quickly discovered that the missing one hundred kilos of imported heroin belonged to a Federal prosecution pending in the United States Court, Southern District of New York in Brooklyn. Assistant Chief Inspector DiNapoli, Commanding Officer of IAD, placed a telephone call to the Assistant United States Attorney who headed the Narcotics Unit of the U S Attorney’s Office of the Southern District.
He said to the receptionist: “This is Chief DiNapoli, NYPD, please connect me with AUSA McCaffrey.”  
“Bill McCaffrey here,” the prosecutor said, answering the line.
“Mr McCaffrey, this is Chief DiNapoli, IAD.”
“Yes Chief, what can I do for you? By the way, call me Bill.”
“Your office is handling the case of US vs. Sarmiento, et al.”
“Yes we are.”
“The case involves a one hundred kilo seizure by our Narcotics people, doesn’t it?” DiNapoli asked
“That’s right, why what happened?”
“We just did an inventory check at our Property Clerk’s Office, the heroin is missing. It‘s been replaced by flour.”
“Missing,” McCaffrey exclaimed in disbelief, “how the hell did that happen?” 
“Apparently someone signed it out to court and brought it back with flour instead of the drugs. We’re in the process of tracking down which of the Narcotics detectives forged the signature on the release form. Right now it’s illegible. I wanted to alert you that a million dollars worth of imported heroin is back on the street, or soon will be. Since it’s your case and your evidence…”
“That will sure screw our case,” the edge of frustration apparent in McCaffrey’s voice. “We have four Argentineans in custody, unless we get that evidence back they’re gonna walk.”
Chief DiNapoli said: “We don’t know how long it’s been missing, or whether the stuff is back in circulation. We can’t entrust the people at the Narcotics Division with this investigation. One or more of them is most likely involved. Maybe you can get the DEA to track down who might be in the market for that much heroin and who’s trying to peddle it.”
“Right Chief, I’ll have our agents jump right on it. Even if the thieves have sold it already, maybe we can find the people distributing the stuff on the street. Well, thanks for the heads up. This is going to be a mess both for us and for your department.”
“We’re going to try to keep this out of the media for now. If this gets out prematurely it will create another ugly flap for us. We don’t need that at this point,” the chief noted with a sour inflection.
“No doubt you’re right,” McCaffrey agreed. “Well, ’bye for now, Chief, take care. We’ll keep each other posted.”
“I’ll be in touch if we get any leads, Take care yourself, Bill,” DiNapoli said and signed off.
McCaffrey leaned back and stared out his fifteenth story office window of the aging courthouse. His face crinkled with the crows’ feet developing around his eyes. He still had the close cropped hair and athletic good looks that typified his Ivy League-propelled success. Tapping his pursed lips with a pencil, an urgent need for an immediate plan crowded his thoughts, some strategy to recover the drugs and keep the international smugglers responsible, in custody.
Newly promoted to Bureau Chief of the Southern District Narcotics Unit, he had to launch a quick and effective investigation to recoup the stolen evidence. Losing a major importation case before it ever went to trial would not resonate well on the first floor where the United States Attorney for the Southern District had his offices, no matter what the reason.
McCaffrey hit the intercom button on his telephone. “Mildred, see if you can get the Director of the Drug Enforcement Administration on the phone for me. Emphasise that it’s an emergency” 
An hour later McCaffrey’s line buzzed. His secretary said, “Bill, the Director is on the line for you.”
He lifted the receiver, “Bill McCaffrey here.”
“Bill, Director Agnola, you called me?”
“Yes Director, the city police just brought a serious problem to my attention.”
He reviewed the facts of the theft of the evidence and the potential of not only the loss of his unit’s importation case in court, but that a million dollars worth of high grade heroin may soon reenter the street market, if not already in circulation.
The director listened in grim silence. Finally he growled: “What did you have in mind?”
“Director, I think we need a deep cover agent to try to locate the missing shipment, someone to arrange a controlled buy. That is unless they’ve already cut and packaged the material for street level consumption. This would be a major undertaking as well as a dangerous one. Who knows whether the mob is involved? We’re sure that detectives carried out the theft. No one else could have stolen the stuff, but there must be someone big in the rackets looking to front that kind of money.”
 “Give me time to think about it. I’ll have to check our personnel records to see who’s available and could handle this. I’ll get back to you,” Agnola said. 
They both hung up.
 
Subdued lighting and the piped-in strains of classical guitar music provided a distinctive European-Spanish ambiance to the Café Madrid, a popular bistro on West Fourteenth Street in Manhattan. The Café did not feature live music on Monday nights. The detective known to the manager only by the cover name “Mariano” sat at the bar lit by garish neon brand names, nursing his imported Alhambra Dark Lager. The manager of the café, in a well-tailored tuxedo, his silver hair carefully barbered, approached the detective. The two men shook hands.
 “Mariano my friend, greetings, what brings you here tonight?”
“Alejandro, como esta?”  
“Muy bien, amigo. Just having a nightcap?” the manager said, gesturing to the detective’s half empty glass.  
“Actually, I’m here on business.”
“You have something interesting for me tonight?”
“If you can handle it, we have five parcels of sneeze. Just fell off the back of the truck, in a manner of speaking.”
 “That is a substantial shipment. I would need some time to arrange for that kind of transfer. How much are we looking for to conclude this transaction?”
“Fifty long ones will buy the whole package — ten grand apiece.”
Alejandro whistled softly, “Fifty thousand — that will take some consultation with my backers.” He jotted a telephone number on the back of a business card and handed it to the detective. “Call this private number in a few days. I will have an answer for you. If all goes well, we can set something up.”  
“I’ll definitely be in touch. I can vouch for the quality of this stuff. It’s already been tested.”
“Indeed, sounds worthwhile,” Alejandro said. “I’m sure my people will be interested. Have another drink on the house, my friend, always nice to see an old acquaintance.”
“Thanks for the second drink, then I have to run.”
“Take your time, enjoy it,” the manager said. “We’ll talk soon.”
 
A week later, in the darkened parking lot behind the Café Madrid, three detectives drove up in their unmarked police vehicle. Two men, one of them Alejandro the café manager, stood in the side doorway barely visible in the reflected glow of the street lights from Fourteenth Street. The man Alejandro knew as Mariano slipped out of the front seat of the police vehicle carrying a bulging shopping bag. He walked to the side of the building and set the bag down, then crossed to another corner of the lot and waited. The man with Alejandro left the doorway and placed a small bundle against the wall on the ground at a distance from the police car. He turned, picked up the shopping bag and disappeared onto the adjoining street. Mariano walked across the lot, picked up the smaller bundle, returned to the black unmarked car and drove away.
 



 
 
Chapter Four
 
Detective First Grade Reno waited at Kennedy Airport’s TWA arrivals gate for Flight 406 due in from Santa Fe, expecting to meet a lone passenger whom he had never seen. Tall and muscular, unmistakable as law enforcement even in civilian clothes, attired in a stylishly tailored Hart, Schaffner and Marx two piece suit, Reno displayed the confident self-assurance of a veteran detective. One glance would tell a keen observer that Reno’s gimlet-eyed search of the faces around him marked him as shrewd, observant and capable. 
The plane landed a scant fifteen minutes behind schedule and began to empty its passengers off the exit ramp and into the waiting area. A dark-haired, bearded man, sun glasses in place, wearing a University of New Mexico t-shirt and carrying one travel bag emerged and paused. He scanned the crowd there to greet arriving passengers. Reno recognized him from the description he had received and a recent photograph. He stepped forward and motioned to the bearded man to follow him. When they had moved some distance from the arrivals area Reno sidled into an alcove and stopped. The bearded man, a few inches shorter and less heavily built than Reno followed him. Reno extended a hand in greeting. The two men exchanged a firm handshake.
“Ricardo?” Reno asked.
“It’s me,” the man in sunglasses answered with the evidence of a slight Italian accent.
“Welcome, I’m Detective Reno, Police Commissioner’s Office. My car is across in the short-term lot. Do you have any luggage?”
“Nice to meet you Reno, and no, I didn’t bring any luggage. I travel light,” Ricardo said, gesturing with the carry-bag in his hand.
“You’ll be here for a while, is that all you’ll need?” Reno asked.
“I hate to carry luggage, I buy what I need as I go.”
“Let’s get you settled then. I’ll catch you up on the details of this operation. As you might have guessed, I’ll be your contact and back-up when you need me.”
“PC’s Office, huh? You must have had somebody high up speak for you to get an assignment like that.”
“My uncle was an Assistant Chief Inspector, so yeah, I did have a great rabbi,” Reno said, using the department slang for an influential connection. “I earned a lot of it myself though, some pretty good collars along the way.”
 They drove to a modest brownstone building in Manhattan’s East Side, where the DEA had rented rooms for their man from the Southwest, a confidential informant known by his cover name: Ricardo.
When they got the keys from the landlord in the basement apartment, Reno said: “Let’s get something to eat and I’ll fill you in on any of the details of the operation that you don’t already know.”
They found a quiet booth in Ludlow’s, a moderately priced steak house on Lexington Avenue. Reno asked: “What has the DEA told you so far about our little caper here in Gotham?”
Ricardo raised his sunglasses to his forehead to read the menu. A livid scar on his left cheekbone added an air of almost piratical menace to his features. He had formed an unconscious habit of using his right index finger to feel along the mark whenever a moment of stress overtook him. His dark, deep-set eyes conveyed both a hardness and cunning, the narrow furrows at the corners gave his face a care-worn aspect. After studying the menu for a few moments he looked up at Reno seated across from him.
“Apparently, some of your people have made off with a million dollars worth of heroin. Stolen it seems, from right out of the Property Clerk’s Office.”
 “Right, a forged signature on a property receipt got the stuff out, one hundred kilos of imported heroin. What they brought back was plain flour. No one’s sure whether they’ve found a buyer yet for that much smack. We’re guessing that amount will be hard to move unless they find a deep-pockets bad guy.”
 “Got a place for me to start?” Ricardo asked. “Detectives might be hard to get next to.”
“IAD has been nosing around, tailing some of the detectives who were party to the original seizure. The received wisdom has it that they would be the only ones aware of the presence of the shipment as vouchered evidence, although I’m not so sure.”
“DEA Intelligence believes the stuff isn’t in circulation yet,” Ricardo said. “Or so they tell me. They want me to set up a buy for the goods. We’ll be the deep-pockets ‘bad guy’,” he added with a wry smirk. 
“The DEA and the PD sent me to be your contact instead of Federal agents. Theoretically, I would have more insight into the department’s inner workings. When you’re ready, a team of DEA people will provide technical support and of course, the buy money. For now you just free-lance until the purchase is ready to go down.” Reno spoke holding the menu close to his face as a waitress approached.
“Can I get you something to drink, gentlemen?” she asked.
“Glenlivet over ice for me,” Ricardo said.
Reno thought for a moment, “Amstel Light, please.”
“I’ll be right back with your drinks and I’ll take your order when you’re ready.”
Reno set the menu aside. “Just so you understand, I’ve been read in on some of your background.”
“Really? I guess nobody keeps secrets anymore,” Ricardo said, flashing a hint of a whimsical expression, closer to a sneer than a grin. 
“Just by way of saying I’m impressed,” Reno added. “I don’t impress easily.”
“I’m sure not, you being first grade and all,” Ricardo answered with a hint of cynicism.
The two men locked eyes across the table. “I’m sure we’ll get along — Dante,” Reno said. “Mind if I call you Dante, Mr Falconieri?”
 Dante could barely suppress another toothy grimace. “Sure, when we’re alone.” He paused for one beat. “Now that you know so much about me, what’s your first name, Detective First Grade Reno?”
“I’m afraid not many people know that. It will have to remain confidential for now.”
Dante flipped his sunglasses down over his eyes as the waitress approached with their drinks. He managed a wolfish leer at Reno’s obvious discomfiture at the mention of his first name. The girl placed the drinks on the table, stood poised with her order pad. They both ordered sirloin steaks medium-rare. Reno made a mental note that Dante — aka — Ricardo affected a smile that consisted only of a twist of his lips. Dante’s eyes didn’t smile. That quirk, together with his facial scar, dark beard and mane of black wavy hair, added to his threatening appearance.
When the waitress left with their dinner orders Dante said: “That tells me you don’t like the name you were given at birth, Detective.”
“Just call me Reno, ok?” the detective snapped “That’s what everyone calls me.”
 
Dante and Reno began to meet in Dante’s rooms in the brownstone to provide Dante with a thorough briefing concerning the stolen narcotics, the detectives who had made the seizure and the ensuing arrests. Reno gave Dante what little information he had on the South Americans who allegedly led them to the drugs and the warrant obtained to justify confiscating the cache. The detective also told Dante that none of the defendants jailed for possession of the one hundred kilos remained in custody. The woman, an Argentinean national named Marietta Sarmiento, had bail of one million dollars posted on her behalf and had fled the country. The three men arrested with her had all escaped from the ancient and dilapidated Federal Detention Center in Lower Manhattan. No one in law enforcement knew of their whereabouts. Then he slipped Dante a folder with photographs of the suspect detectives from the Special Investigations Unit of the Narcotics Division and a list of bars and nightspots where they might congregate. 
 
Using his cover name Ricardo, Dante began to make the rounds of hangouts and social clubs frequented by people in the rackets where he listened for rumors of big shipments for sale or mention of kilo-sized buys recently made. Dante believed that the detectives who had the stolen heroin wouldn’t risk selling the junk a small amount at a time, although they might if they became frustrated and anxious not finding a major buyer for the entire lot.  He also knew they would have to put the word out that they had the material available for immediate sale. Reno obtained permission for him to make buys without immediate arrests to establish his bona fides as a dealer. Eventually word would filter through the underworld grapevine that someone with heavy cash to throw around had arrived from out of town. A quiet word in the right ears might also alert the SIU that a new player on the scene in Manhattan had cash to purchase pure grade heroin. The danger for him became when he violated the territory of established dealers. Reno expressed his concern that resentment of Ricardo’s impingement on turf that belonged to one of the crime families could result in an attempt to eliminate him as competition.
Dante had an idea: “Why don’t I present myself as a major supplier? If the bad guys threaten me and order me to stop dealing, I could simply tell them I have access to high-grade junk coming in from Mexico and I’d like to just run a small trade on the side. I could be a new middleman for bigger shipments. A new source for them might seem attractive.”
“We wouldn’t be able to supply you with enough narcotics to make the story believable,” Reno said.
“It would be easy enough to stall, saying I was waiting for a shipment from the Southwest. If word gets around it might attract the attention of the SIU who would then have me as a target. They might try to approach me with a “buy and bust” operation which I will try to encourage of course, by saying I want to do street level sales.”
“Meantime we could try to steer the people with the one hundred kilos for sale to you, by leaking word that the Organized Crime Intelligence Unit has identified you as a potential customer for large quantities,” Reno added. He paused to reflect on the tenuous operation he had helped set in motion: “This is a high stakes game and you’ll be right on the knife’s edge. You’d be in danger from both sides. I have no doubt that these detectives would commit murder to protect their interests.”
 “So would the bad guys,” Dante observed. “They would get rid of me in a heartbeat.
But I’m playing for high stakes, too.”
“I know,” Reno said with an earnest expression, “reinstatement to the DEA.”
Dante ventured one of his crooked, rueful smiles, “So I’m led to believe.” 
“I should tell you,” Reno continued. “We can’t keep meeting here in your apartment. If somebody tailed us here it would give the game away. We’ve installed a phone here. Don’t use it for outgoing calls. We’ll call you with a one word code. The word will be ‘Rebound’. That’ll mean go to a phone booth and call the number I’ll write down for you. You’ll get recorded messages telling you where our next meeting will take place. Change the location of the phone booths you use frequently. If they put a tail on you the Narcotics people we have under suspicion might try to wire the phone if you use the same one all the time.”
“I understand,” Dante answered. “You and I can’t meet in obvious public places. We’ll use parks at night, under bridges, that sort of thing.”
“Just keep your head out of your ass my friend. I don’t want to have to fish you out of the East River.”
“Thanks for the warning, pal. I only walked into the proverbial swinging door once. I paid dearly for it. Which is why I’m in the position I am now. I’ve had to skate on the thin edge going back and forth to Mexico for two years, I can manage here.”  
 



 
 
Chapter Five
 
Driving a seized evidence vehicle from the impound yard, a late model Cadillac provided for him with written authorization by the Police Commissioner’s Squad, Dante made his first stop in the Richmond Hill section of Queens. A low-level street informant had given Reno the name of a dealer who worked the neighborhood along Jamaica Avenue under the elevated train that ran along that thoroughfare and into Brooklyn. “Jamaica Avenue Frank” Aguirre had carved out his own territory in an area no one else in the drug racket coveted. Operating out of a small candy store, Frank had built his trade into a lucrative enterprise. A young female addict known only as Linda, steered customers to Frank and paid for her drugs by acting as his full time girl friend. He managed to avoid arrest by having an innate sense of knowing when the police undercover people attempted to buy from him. Queens Narcotics had tried several times to make undercover buys but either he or Linda seemed to spot the cop in disguise and refused to deal. Now that he has established himself in his own section of Queens he didn’t need to rely on new faces to maintain his thriving business. Efforts by informants who worked off their jail sentences to introduce undercover cops as potential buyers met with repeated failure. Frank always seemed to know who among his customers had recent arrests and refused to sell to new customers brought to him by addicts-turned-informer.
The police believed that Frank had a high-level supplier somewhere despite his location in a largely residential neighborhood removed from the more heavily trafficked drug centers of the inner city. Dante sought to begin his investigation by making a drug buy from Frank and trying to work his way up the chain. He began targeting a dealer in a less frequented location in Queens so as not to attract immediate attention from well-established dealers closely run by one of the Organized Crime families in other parts of the city. Dante learned that Frank Aguirre had free rein where he operated because he paid the collectors from Brooklyn on time and did not overstep his boundaries.
Dante understood that his first task became overcoming Frank’s inherent suspicion of new customers. After conducting a discreet surveillance of the candy store that Frank used as his base, the experienced undercover operative decided to begin by befriending Linda. His native-born Italian accent, suave manner and a feigned hint of occasional cocaine use would help immeasurably in winning Linda’s confidence. He estimated her age in the early twenties, at one time delicately pretty with dark eyes and wavy brunette hair, the ravages of her addiction had begun to spoil her attractiveness. 
From his observations, Dante made the shrewd assessment that Linda would readily engage in casual conversation if only as a diversion. He determined from her slouched demeanor that she would welcome relief from the monotony of the day-to-day drudgery as a servant of Aguirre’s overbearing command and her total reliance on him for her drug fixes, besides gratifying his greedy sexual proclivities. Frank kept a jealous eye on Linda, calling her away if a man showed too much interest. The only contact he wanted her to have involved prospective customers. Dante guessed he could play on this quirk of character to attract Franks’ attention and use it as an opening to begin a drug conversation. 
Trips to the candy store to purchase newspapers, chewing gum and cigarettes that he did not smoke, gave Dante entre into the claustrophobic little world of Frank and Linda. If he had to leave the environs of the store, Frank would strictly enjoin the young woman not to stray from the immediate vicinity. Finally, Dante watched as Frank left in company with another Hispanic male on their way to complete a transaction. He entered the store and made a pretense of deciding on a purchase. Linda sat on a cane-backed chair just inside the door. Her laconic posture and sleepy-eyed unfocused stare told Dante that she had just received a fix. On his way out he stopped near her and cast a casual glance in her direction 
 “Hi,” he said by way of greeting, “not much happens around here I see.”
Linda in her drug-induced fog barely acknowledged his words, hardly turning her head to look in his direction. 
  “You look a little out of sorts; may I buy you a cup of coffee?” Dante asked.
Linda finally managed to focus on the man attempting to engage her in conversation. “Frank…” she mumbled.
“He’s gone somewhere on business. He won’t get upset if I buy you a cup of coffee.”
The girl looked up at Dante standing near her and squinted at him. “Coffee sounds good,” she said slurring her words.
“C’mon, there’s a small diner across the street. Frank won’t mind. You’ll still be close by,” Dante urged.
Linda made an effort to rise from her seat; Dante extended a hand to help. She accepted the offer and he gently assisted her to her feet. He took her arm and they started across Jamaica Avenue.  In the diner, they took seats at the counter. It took her two tries to get herself astride the cushioned swivel seat. Dante bought them each a black coffee and a sticky Danish pastry. Linda tried feebly to pull it apart with her fingers and find her mouth with pieces of the Danish. 
“How long has it been since you’ve had something to eat?” he asked.
“Dunno,” she said. “Mebbe last night, I guess.”
“Frank should take better care of you. You’re too good looking to let go to waste,” Dante said with a wry grin at his own insincerity.
Linda regarded him with drooping eyes. “You know Frank?”
“No,” Dante answered, “heard about him, though.”
 “Whad’ja hear?” she mumbled with a mouthful of sticky pastry. “Did’ja hear he’s a rat ‘n’ a louse?” 
“Why is he a louse? He keeps you in good stuff for your habit.” 
“Try’na kick it, he won’t let me,” she said, with an effort to bring the cup to her lips with two hands. “He’s not gonna be happy I left the store without askin’,” she murmured.
“Don’t worry; I’ll explain it to him. No harm in buying a lady a cup of coffee.”
“Say, you talk kinda funny. You got some kinda accent. You’re not American are you?” Linda’s fuzzy-minded focus had begun to clear. “Better get back to the store before Frank comes back.”
Dante said: “No I’m not American. I’m from a foreign country. Been here a while, though. Don’t worry about Frank. I’ll explain when we see him, got some business to discuss.”
“Gonna be mad,” she said, shaking her head with a resigned look on her face.
“Finish your coffee and we’ll go back to wait for Frank.”
“Gonna be mad, though,” she repeated.
Dante and Linda wended their way back across Jamaica Avenue, avoiding the busy traffic. In front of the store a man stood, a vengeful grimace twisting his features. Dante guessed from the description he had gotten and the body language of the swarthy-complexioned Latino that Frank awaited Linda’s return. 
“Where you been, bitch?” he snarled.
He shot Dante a menacing scowl. “Who are you, anyway? Whadd’ya doin’ with her?”
Dante detected a hint of an Hispanic accent.
“Easy does it pal, you Frank Aguirre?”
“I asked you who you were,” Frank rasped.
“Name’s Ricardo, you must be Jamaica Avenue Frank, nice to meet you.”
“Never mind that, I asked you what you’re doin’ with her?” pointing at Linda for emphasis.
Linda shrank from the harsh exchange between the two men. She started to enter the candy store. “Where you goin’ bitch? I asked you a question.” He grabbed her arm with a rough yank.
Dante said: “Go easy, we just went across for coffee while I was waiting for you. Let go of the lady’s arm. She hasn’t done anything wrong. I’m here to talk business.”
 Before Frank could answer, Linda said: “Lemme go. I gotta take a piss, okay?”
“Hurry up then. I wanna know what you’re doin’ with this guy.”
“I told you, we just went for coffee, a few minutes is all. Why don’t you stop stressing about it and talk business?”
“I don’t do any business; don’t know what you’re talkin’ about.” 
“Look, let’s cut the crap” Dante said. “I got money to spend, you got product to sell. Before you get your shorts in a knot, I’m not the heat.”
“Yeah, so you say. I don’t deal with people I don’t know,” Frank answered.
“I’m in from the Southwest,” Dante explained. “I’m here with some dough to spend. It got too hot for me down there. The Narcs were closing in again, so I split. Came here, heard about you.”
“I’m still not convinced,” Frank said. “Where you from originally?”
“Italy,” Dante answered. “I came here a long time ago, did business in New Mexico and thereabouts. I’ve been to Mexico several times. Gets hairier crossing the border each time, the Feds are starting to pay more attention to the wet-backs goin’ back and forth.”
“I dunno, you could be anyone,” Frank said, his suspicion easing.
 Linda made an appearance from the candy store and distracted Frank again. He turned to her: “You don’t go anywhere I don’t know where you are or who you’re with, you get me, you stupid bitch?”
Dante interceded again. “Look Frank, just a harmless cup of coffee. Let’s get back to business.”
Frank looked up and down the street and up at the el structure that ran along the avenue. Dante smiled, “Looking for the fuzz? I told you, I’m from out of town. If it makes you feel any better, I’ve done a short bid down south for selling. You could check it out. We could go inside to the back of the store, check me for a wire. I’m telling you I’m legit. I got serious money to spend, not like the nickel-and-dime cop buy and bust.”
Frank looked him up and down, searching with his eyes for a place to conceal a transmitter. Wearing only a tee shirt and jeans, Dante could not secrete a device anywhere on his person. Just as an added precaution, Frank accepted Dante’s challenge. “Let’s go in the back, what’s your name — Ricardo?”
“Yeah, Ricardo — and take your shot. Look me over good.”
Once satisfied that his potential customer didn’t wear a wire, Frank asked: “How much we talkin’ here? Whadd’ya got to spend?”
“Let’s say five grand to start; I’ll take half a key of horse.”
 Frank shook his head and stared off into the distance, his mind racing. “I don’t usually deal that kind of weight…”
“Well,” Dante said, “if you can’t manage it ...”
“No, hold on, lemme make a couple’a calls. Maybe I can put somethin’ together. It’s gonna cost me the five to get the stuff, gotta make somethin’ on it. Whaddya say five and a half?”
“Obviously, I don’t have that kind of scratch on me right now. That’ll take a few days,” Dante added.
“Here’s the number for the store,” Frank said, writing on a scrap of paper. “Call me in a few, see what we can do.”
“I’ll get back to you. Hope you can manage that weight.”
“I’m sure I can,” Frank said. Dante’s foreign accent, his lack of police paraphernalia or any nearby surveillance melted his skepticism.
“And go easy on the girl, okay? Blame me if you need to blame anyone. She was only across the street with me.”
“Yeah,” Frank snarled, “you let me worry about the girl. Just come back with the five and a half long ones.”
“By the way,” Dante said turning back before he left, “word on the street is there’s a load of hot heroin around. Some say cops stole it from their own department.”
“I dunno,” Frank said, his eyes narrowing. “Where’d’ja hear that?” 
“Oh, around, keep your ears peeled; there may be stuff come available cheap if they try to unload it fast.” 
“Yeah, I’ll keep that in mind.” Frank answered.
When Dante left, Frank slid into the phone booth at the rear of the store and dialed a number. “It’s me, Frank,” he said when the other party answered. “I just heard …”
 
Dante pulled his car next to Reno’s on a pier behind a deserted warehouse in the Red Hook section of Brooklyn. Leaving his own vehicle, he slid in beside Reno, who offered him a large black coffee purchased from a fast food store nearby.
Dante accepted the paper cup, removed the lid and took a tentative sip. “Still hot, thanks.”
“So how’d you do out in Queens?”
“I’m guessing Frank will have to scramble to find half a key. His greed was showing. He won’t pass this deal up if he can help it. It’s a big carrot to dangle in front of him.”
“How’d you arrange it with him?” Reno asked.
“I’m gonna call him in a few days when I have the money. He hopes to have the package by then.”
“When you make the call and we’re sure he’s got the stuff to sell, we’ll go to court and get an eavesdrop warrant. We’ll wire the store. Just make sure you do the deal inside.”
“It’ll probably go down in the back in a room behind the store. That’s where he took me to frisk me,” Dante said with a grin: “Sold him the whole out-of-town bill of goods.”
“Okay let me know when you’re ready. A quick trip to the Federal judge for our warrant and we’ll be in business. We’ll tap his phone, too. See who he calls. We won’t collar him right away, let him run. He has to be dealing with someone much bigger. Remember, we’ll need you in court. I’ll need you to swear to the affidavit. By the way, great to have a CI like you. It won’t be too hard to convince a judge of your bona fides, given your background.”
Dante just looked out the window of the car at the black river flowing past and smirked to himself.   
“One other thing,” Reno said, “there’ll be another detective from our squad to relieve me from time to time. I’m not on this gig 24-7. I gotta sleep sometime, plus my old lady would like to see me once in a while.”
“I get your drift,” Dante agreed. “Who’s the other detective?”
“Her name is Clara O’Shea. She’s a sharp lady, been with us for a while now. A little bit of a hard-ass. I suppose you’d have to be to work in our squad.”
“Is she good looking?” Dante asked. His beard and sunglasses masked his deadpan expression.
“Not bad as it turns out, but you won’t get very far with her. The job has already cost her one marriage and she’s sour on men right now.” 
Dante turned back to the bleak surroundings of the waterfront and decrepit buildings around where they had parked. “I know what that’s like, having a romance go down the tubes,” he said, half to himself, reflecting on an unpleasant memory. “I know the job and dames don’t mix,” he conjectured aloud.
“Anyway,” Reno continued, “you’ve got our number. Let us know if anything breaks with Jamaica Avenue Frank. Meanwhile, there may be more intel coming down the pipe. There could be another place to make a buy. We’ll let you know.”
 “Ciao,” Dante said. “Until next time, amigo, now get home to wifey.” He replaced the cover on his half-finished coffee and opened the car door.
“Good night and stay safe,” Reno replied and started his car.
 



 
 
Chapter Six
 
Dante parked the Cadillac in an off-street garage and took the receipt from the attendant as he left. Using his old tradecraft from his days as a DEA undercover he waited at the corner of the street where the rented brownstone apartment stood hidden in the shadows of the darkened block. He paced the sidewalk opposite his building and scanned the parked cars that crammed the curb on his side. Alternate side parking rules dictated parking along one half of the street only. Reaching the corner, he crossed over and retraced his steps to his building. He took the outside stairs two at a time, gave one last look around and unlocked the front door. A carpeted interior stairwell led to his small apartment. Once inside he snapped on a light. A quick look around told him everything remained as he had left it. With the remote control device, he switched on the television, found an innocuous program to watch and went into the tiny kitchenette. An unopened bottle of Glenlivet Scotch awaited him. Ice from the refrigerator and a clean glass completed his usual drink. 
“You’re the only friend I have left,” he said to the bottle. With his feet propped on a hassock, he settled back to relax, the TV as white noise in the background. A familiar sadness started to overcome him but he cautioned himself against becoming maudlin. Two years of harrowing trips to Mexico to make buys for the DEA from the burgeoning drug cartels as a confidential informant had left his nerves in a state of near exhaustion. He consoled himself that perhaps rehabilitation with the Agency awaited him with his return to New York and success in his newest assignment. Back to stalking cops again he thought with a rueful shake of his head.
 
Morning found him still curled up on the couch, the television still murmuring with the morning news. He switched it off and slouched into the bathroom to shower. His growth of beard saved him from having to shave. Part of my disguise he whispered to his own reflection. 
Two boiled eggs, toast and strong black coffee began to revive him. Dressing in a hurry, he walked to the corner phone booth and dialed the number Reno had given him. 
A female voice answered, “Office.” 
 “Ricardo?” he said.
“You the new guy?”
“Yeah, it’s me, who’s this?”
“Clara,” the voice said with a terse, clipped manner. “We have to set up a meet.”
“When and where?” Dante asked matching her abruptness.
“59th Street entrance to Central Park, near Fifth, I’ll be wearing a blue blazer.”
‘Okay, I’m…” Dante started to say. 
“I know what you look like,” she snapped. “One hour, be on time.” The click of the receiver signaled the end of the call.     
Dante hung up on his end. This is going to go well, he thought with a cynical inward smile. He understood instinctively that women cops needed a hard veneer when on the job. They had to overcome overt male hostility and resentment. The concept that women could do detective work in the cruel chaos of New York streets found no favor with their male counterparts and often manifested itself in a condescending attitude by those co-workers. It took more grit for women to perform well than the men needed to show. Female officers often overdid the hard-boiled exterior to prove themselves capable of dealing with their partners and the vicious criminals that they would encounter.
Dante made a mental note to tread lightly and play it straight in his dealings with her. He didn’t need any more unpleasantness to add to his already frayed mental state, aware that Clara would use her harsh façade to ward off any foolishness she anticipated from Ricardo, the informant with the checkered past. Arriving early would set the tone of their working relationship. Dante took advantage of the pleasant weather to walk from his East 50’s brownstone to Central Park. He knew the neighborhood well having once lived on west 57th Street before his near total disgrace during a previous assignment.
He waited just inside the park entrance and scanned the faces of the pedestrians rushing past. Right on the hour designated by the detective, Dante spotted her. To him she had the aura of cop as obvious as if she wore a uniform. A pony-tail the color of pale honey, a shoulder bag slung over her right shoulder, the blue blazer she told him to expect her wearing and matching slacks with sensible low-heeled shoes completed her attire. The clothing and grim-set features told Dante everything he needed to anticipate when they met.
“Give her credit,” he mused, “not many people would mess with her.”
 She saw him immediately and strode toward him then past him with a curt nod of her head, which he took to mean, “Follow me.”
He suppressed a smile. “We’ll play this cloak and dagger role to the hilt if you want. I won’t even change my expression.” 
When they had walked several yards into the park, Dante trailing a discreet distance behind, Clara turned into a footpath and stopped. He caught up and stood a few paces away to await her next move.
“Ricardo, we have a new location for you to arrange a buy while you’re waiting to call Frank out in Queens.”
“Where’s that?” he asked careful to modulate his voice.
“Café Madrid, 14th Street, you know it?”
“I know where it is, never been inside.”
“See the manager. His name is Alejandro. You speak Spanish I understand.”
“Yes ma’am, I do.”
“Okay Ricardo, drop the ma’am crap.”
“Sorry, it just came out. No offense.”
“See if you can get close to him. You may need a couple of visits. With your accent and .general appearance, he may come to trust you. Word is he deals coke. We also believe he’s come into a new shipment, high-grade stuff. Start tonight. If you set up a buy within the next few days, call the number we gave you. Speak to either Reno or myself, we’ll tell you when and where to pick up the buy money. Also, keep in touch with Frank in the candy store in Queens. If that’s a go, let us know as soon as you know so we can get our warrant. You’re going to be busy.”  
Dante kept an impassive expression on his face with his hands folded across his belt buckle as his detective contact reeled off her requirements. “I’ll get it all done,” he said.
“Any questions?” she asked.
“None that I can think of right off, if I do I’ll call.”
“That’s it,” she said. “You exit the park going that way out onto Fifth Avenue. I’m going back the way we came. See you next time.”
“Right, until next time...” he started to say.
Clara had already spun on her heel on walked briskly back along the path to 59th Street.  
 
That evening Dante made his first visit to the Café Madrid. Decorated in a European-Spanish décor, murals of bull-fighting scenes and quaint Spanish seaside villages set the tone. Subdued and tasteful lighting completed the effect. A space at the crowded bar permitted him to wedge himself against it and order a Scotch over ice. Managing to find a free bar stool Dante faced the crowd some of whom used the small dance floor to bump to an insistent Caribbean rhythm performed by a three man combo. He kept his sunglasses in place even in the dimly lit café. Before he had entered, he had taken note of the cabaret license framed in the window that permitted live music and dancing. Must have been some heavy money changed hands to get that, he mused, they’re not that easily awarded by the State Alcohol Control Board. 
Dante surveyed the entire premises to spot the muscle that must inevitably patrol the floor, unobtrusive but alert. He wondered how long he would sit nursing one drink, wearing a casual shirt and jeans, and pretending to blot his nose as if some irritant caused it to run, before one of the bouncers showed an interest. Taking off his sunglasses periodically and rubbing his eyes added to the effect of someone in need of a cocaine fix.  A heavily made up young Hispanic woman in spiked heels, a sequined blouse and a short tight-fitting skirt approached him and took the empty stool on his left just vacated by a customer. 
He turned toward her and began a conversation in Spanish. “Can I buy you a drink?” he asked.
She managed her version of a seductive smile. “Sure, I’m drinking rum and Coke,” she answered. Dante surmised that mostly Coca-Cola and very little rum would make up the drink. Guessing that the management sent her to check him out, he surmised that Alejandro would stay constantly on the alert for vice and gambling cops that would issue summonses for violations of the ABC laws or in the alternative accept some remuneration for overlooking those transgressions. Dante also assumed that his addict-type mannerisms had attracted the attention of the bouncers to determine if he might be a potential drug customer.
He ordered the drink for the woman and the bar tender rang up the sale from the cash Dante had left on the bar. 
“Your first time here?” the girl asked.
Dante took out his handkerchief once again and daubed his nose. “Just in from out of town,” he said. “I heard about this spot. Place seems to be jumpin’. What’s your name? And don’t tell me Chiquita,” he added with sufficient cynicism. He lifted his dark glasses and rubbed his eyes again, then passed a finger absently over the scar on his cheekbone.
With another faux smile the girl said, “I’m Josita, and that’s my real name.”
“I’m sure,” Dante countered. “No offense, just my version of humor.”
The girl watched him carefully as he yawned, snuffled and wiped at his nose again with the back of his hand.     
“Where did you say you were from?” Josita asked.
“I didn’t, but I’m in from the southwest, New Mexico actually.”
“New Mexico,” Josita said, as if the name itself conjured up images of exotic, faraway places. “What brings you to New York?”
“The heat,” Dante answered. “And I don’t mean the sunshine,” he added with a smirk. “Got jammed up down there, did a short bid for sellin’, thought it was a good idea to relocate.” He snuffled again and ran a finger under his nose as if he had an irritation he couldn’t scratch.
Josita watched him through narrowed eyes. His apparent lack of interest in picking her up, in her experience lacking the usual follow-up to the questions: “Can I buy you a drink, and what’s your name?” all indications to her of a potential cocaine customer. Finally, she rose to the bait. “Got a cold?”
“In a manner of speaking,” Dante said. “More like I’m jonesin’ for a snort. I also got the dinero to do a nice package.”
 “Maybe there’s someone who could help with that.”
“That would be nice, it’s been a while. Can’t find the dealer who scored me last time. Unreliable people these dealers.”
“Where’d you do your bid?” she asked. 
“Santa Fe,” Dante answered quickly, certain in the knowledge that a telephone call to that facility to verify that a Ricardo Mendez actually served time there, would receive an answer in the affirmative.
“Thanks for the drink,” she said sliding off the bar stool, leaving her Coke with a little rum largely unfinished.
“Don’t mention it,” he replied, and watched her ankle away in her heels with just enough waggle in her train to keep attention focused. Dante kept his eyes trained on her through his dark glasses. The girl stopped next to a beefy Latino in a suit and tie. They paused briefly while she whispered something to the bouncer and moved on to trawl for other customers with money to spend and eager for female companionship.
The man she spoke to glanced in Dante’s direction in time to see him rub his nose vigorously. The muscular thug walked toward the back of the café and through a door marked ‘Private’. Dante turned back to his own drink, by now mostly melted ice, and touched the rim of the glass to his lips to simulate drinking. 
Minutes later, a man in a tuxedo with carefully coiffed silver hair appeared next to Dante at the bar. He spoke Spanish: “Enjoying your drink, Senor?”  
Behind him, the same hard-faced Latino man stood poised.
“Nice place you got here,” Dante said, answering in the same language.
“You shopping for more than just Scotch?” the man in the tuxedo asked.
“Might be,” Dante said. “What’s for sale?”
“I’m Alejandro, I’m the manager here,” he said extending his hand. “With whom am I speaking?”
Dante shook his hand. “Name’s Ricardo. Nice to meet you.”
“Would you be kind enough to step into my office, Ricardo?”
“Why what’s there?”
“You want to discuss business?”
“Business — oh yeah — business,” Dante countered. 
In Alejandro’s tastefully decorated office, a mahogany desk with only a telephone and a clear plastic in-box tray dominated the room. The padded, black leatherette furniture with arm rests that matched the wood of the desk and indirect lighting completed the effect of understated elegance. The muscular bouncer that followed them into the office poked Dante between the shoulder blades. Dante started to turn. “Stay facing front,” the bouncer said, “and drop your pants.”
Alejandro smiled thinly: “Do as Miguel says, senor. We don’t take chances in this place. I notice you haven’t been here before.”
Dante kept an impassive expression and complied with the bouncer’s order.
“Keep your hands away from your body,” Miguel said in raspy Spanish. 
Dante extended his arms. Miguel approached and began to run his blunt fingers over every seam in Dante’s t-shirt. He checked inside Dante’s shorts and ordered him to reach down and raise his trousers to waist level and hold them there. Dante complied wordlessly.
Miguel rummaged through every pocket and examined each seam. The heavy wad of cash he felt in Dante’s pocket gave him momentary pause. Resuming the frisk, he bent over, ran his hands over each of Dante’s ankles and straightened up. “Button up your pants,” he said.
Miguel stepped back and nodded to his boss. He remained behind Dante with his arms folded. When the body search disclosed no suspicious devices or weapons, Alejandro invited Dante to have a seat in one of the comfortable chairs opposite the desk.
“You understand our need for caution — Ricardo — is it?” Alejandro smiled. .
 “Absolutely,” Dante replied, “can’t be too careful these days.”
“So what brings you to the Café Madrid, Ricardo?”
“I’m here on business, actually. I have some money to spend and a little birdie told me you might have some product to dispose of.”
“Who told you that?”
“As it turns out, by the oddest coincidence a detective I befriended the other night put me on to the Madrid. He was a little too oiled up for his own good, lucky for him he was talking to me. He had way too much to say.”
“A detective you say? That doesn’t sound like a source I would trust.”
“I understand that, but this particular detective admitted things no one in his situation should speak about. He was convinced I am who I say I am and not with the authorities. You may already know I’m from out of town and have some hard time under my belt.”
“I didn’t have all that information but it would not be difficult to verify.”
“By all means,” Dante said, “my name is Ricardo Mendez and I’m from New Mexico.”
“So, are you looking to score a few bags for personal use? You look like you might need a little to level you out.”
“No, I’m more in the market for something a little more significant, say a half key of blow to start.”
 Alejandro leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers under his chin. “That much, as a first purchase?” he asked, his eyes narrowing.
“That much,” Dante answered. “I have private customers willing to do small amounts with me who couldn’t come here to deal. They wouldn’t fit in with your — décor — shall we say. I will be able to dispose of that amount quickly and when you become convinced of my good faith we can do a lot more.”
“I’ve paid good money for my supply. You understand I must sell at a mark-up.”
“Of course,” Dante admitted. “I have the money right now, if the price is reasonable.”
“Seven thousand five hundred for the half load,” Alejandro’s eyes grew cold as he examined Dante’s face for a change of expression.
“That’s more than the going rate, Alejandro,” Dante said.
“Nonetheless, that’s my price.”
“I was expecting to pay around five thousand.”
“When in business my friend, the goal is to make a profit. That’s what I paid for the goods.”
“Very well, five fifty.”
“A paltry sum, Ricardo, seven thousand,” Alejandro’s face lit up with the cat-and-mouse of haggling over price. 
“I can’t go higher than six.”
“I’m sure you can if you want the goods badly enough. You’ll sell it for twice that when you cut it a few times.”
Dante reached in his pocket and extracted a roll of cash. He peeled off sixty-five one hundred dollar bills and placed the money on the desk. “Final offer, sixty-five, cash on the barrelhead. Otherwise I find another supplier.”
Alejandro’s greed overcame him. He reached for the cash. Dante slammed his hand down on the pile of bills. Miguel started forward. Alejandro motioned to his bouncer to stay put. He parted his lips in a mirthless smile: “All business starts with trust, my friend.”
“Let’s see the product.” Dante said in a modulated voice.
Alejandro rose from his seat: “I won’t be but a moment.”
He went to his safe and opened it, careful to screen the combination from Dante with his body. Extracting a cellophane package wrapped with brown paper, he turned and handed it to Miguel. “Take this to the back room and see that it is divided carefully in half. Bring me back both halves and quickly.”
“Ask him to return with a scale,” Dante said.
Alejandro nodded to his enforcer. Miguel took the package and left.
“What about your personal needs, ‘Ricardo’?”
“Not here, not now. I get strange reactions when I do my lines. I’d prefer to do them in the privacy of my own place.”
“May I offer you a drink, then? I have a superb single malt. We’ll toast our new business arrangement while we wait for Miguel to return.”
Dante nodded: “Single malt Scotch would be great.”
“Neat or over ice?”
“Why spoil a fine single malt by diluting it?” Dante said. “Neat will be fine.”
Alejandro poured two drinks and clinked glasses with his guest. “Salut.”
“Salut,” Dante answered.
Miguel reentered the room with two smaller packages and a small scale. He handed one of the half kilos to Dante who placed on the scale. The weight came close enough to one point one pounds to satisfy Dante. He stood and the two men exchanged handshakes. Alejandro had confidence enough to deal with a stranger because of an understanding he had with a certain group of narcotics detectives who covered Lower Manhattan.
“Until next time,” Alejandro said. “Miguel, please see our guest out.”
 



 
 
Chapter Seven
 
Dante placed his call to the candy store in Queens to ask if Frank had the product he ordered available for sale. The proprietor answered and put Frank on the phone. “I’ve located a fresh supplier,” he said. “If you’re ready with the money we can do a deal. See me tomorrow. ”
 “I’m going to need another day or two to gather that much money. As long as my goods are ready for delivery we can do business,” Dante countered.
“Don’t wait too long,” Frank said. “The owner may want to see movement quickly.”
“Keep your shirt on,” Dante said. “I’ll be there. I’ll call again when I have it all together.
 
A call made by Dante from a phone booth on Madison Avenue blocks from his apartment, reached Clara O’Shea. She answered with the terse word “Office” prearranged to indicate Dante’s call had found the correct recipient. He used the code word, Rebound, to notify his handlers that they should set up an appearance with a judge to obtain their eavesdrop warrants.
“The furniture is ready for delivery,” he said.
“Have it dropped off at the Federal Courthouse,” she answered, indicating at which court building Dante should meet Reno.
The following morning Dante took the subway to the Foley Square stop, found the imposing court building with the Grecian-columned façade. Once inside he went immediately to the courtroom of the Federal judge used by the Public Integrity Unit for sensitive cases, took a seat and waited. Minutes later Reno breezed into the courtroom with an Assistant US Attorney in tow and went directly to the clerk’s desk in the well at the front of the room beneath the judge’s bench. After a brief conversation with the court clerk and a presentation of papers by the AUSA, Reno turned and acknowledged Dante’s presence. He introduced Dante to the Assistant and they took seats to await the summons into chambers. Dante didn’t recognize the prosecutor from his last unhappy visit to the Federal Court, but acknowledged the introduction with a handshake
The clerk disappeared through the door behind the bench with the motion requesting the warrants and returned to his station at his desk. An hour passed before the judge’s law secretary came out and called: “Detective Reno, the judge will see you now.”
All three men entered the judge’s chambers and took seats around a huge conference table. After introductions and a brief question and answer period, the judge asked Dante to swear to the truth of his affidavits prepared in advance by the AUSA and reviewed by the law secretary. 
“Please wait in the courtroom,” the law secretary said. “When the orders are entered I will bring you the originals. When they are executed you have three days to file the returns.”
As she walked past, Dante couldn’t help but take notice of her shapely legs encased in nylons and set off by tasteful medium-height heels. 
Back in the courtroom Reno said: “Okay you’re done, Dante. Thanks for being prompt. Call me tomorrow at our special number and we’ll let you know when the devices are in place.”
 
Dante called Jamaica Avenue Frank to tell him he had the buy money. “I’m on the way with the hot coffee,” Dante said.
Frank answered: “I’m ready with the sugar,” using innocuous seeming words to describe the proposed transaction, believing that someone listening to the conversation on a wiretap would not easily interpret the inoffensive sounding jargon.  
“Tomorrow afternoon,” Dante said. “I’ll bring it to the store.”
“In the back room, see you then,” Frank replied.
In the morning, Dante called the detectives’ secure line to confirm his contact and that the technicians on loan from the DEA had planted the listening devices in compliance with the court order. His next call went to Alejandro at the Madrid. He left a message that he would call back later when Alejandro couldn’t come to the phone.
The tech experts gained entrance to the candy store on Jamaica Avenue through the back door by picking the lock during the early morning hours. Easily concealed in a table lamp, the bug picked up sounds from the room clearly. When Dante arrived at the store the following afternoon, a battered white van with no lettering waited down the street. Linda sat once again, lolling on her chair by the front door. In too much of a stupor to recognize Dante, she regarded him with a blank stare. 
“Frank around?” he asked.
The drug-befogged girl barely looked up. “Inna back,” she mumbled.
 The proprietor of the store busy with customers barely glanced at Dante when he sidled past the magazine displays and slipped into the rear of the store. Frank sat idling at a card table, smoking and studying a Daily Racing Form, trying to handicap the day’s action at Aqueduct.
He looked up when Dante entered. “Play the nags?”
“Nah,” Dante said. “Too much trouble tryin’ to figure all that out. Have much luck yourself?”
“Hit one once in a while, kinda hobby of mine. Bring the cash?”
“Yeah, got the product?”
“I called some people to check you out, y’know? Seems like you’re okay”
“Glad to hear it,” Dante said in his laconic manner. “Got the stuff?”
“Stuff’s hot, man, hard to get, everybody’s bein’ so secretive about it. Cost me a bundle.”
“Don’t try to jack the price up.” Dante snapped. “You didn’t pay any five grand for the half-load.”
“Yeah damn close to it. I gotta make my profit like I said. I don’t do this for nuthin’. I got an investment …”
“Where’s the package, Frank?”
“Yeah sure, Ricardo, lemme get it.” He opened a steel filing cabinet, chipped and rusted with long use and extracted a cellophane packet wrapped with duct tape. “Put the money on the table.”
Dante took a thick envelope from an attaché case he carried and laid it on the card table. Frank placed his package next to it and picked up the money.
“Hold on,” Dante said. “I’ve got to test it first.”
“Go ahead,” Frank answered. “I just got it myself. I hear it’s nearly pure, right off the ship.”
“We’ll see,” Dante said. He opened the attaché case again and retrieved a small vial of chemical reagent, an eyedropper, a tiny pocketknife and a quarter teaspoon measurer. “Gimme an ash tray, he demanded.”
Frank started to push the one he used toward Dante.
“No, a clean one.”
Frank shrugged and looked around the room. He picked up the same ash tray, ran some water on it from the sink in the tiny cubicle used as a toilet and wiped it with a rag. “Clean enough for you?” he asked, handing it to Dante. “It’s all I got.”
Dante extracted a miniscule sample of the heroin and mixed it with the reagent in the ash tray. Satisfied that the narcotics he bought tested positive, he shoved the envelope with the money toward Frank, re-taped the slit in the cellophane and placed it in his attaché case.
“Before you leave I need to count the money,” Frank said.
“Hurry up, it’s all there.”
“Gimme a minute,” Frank said. He sat at the table and quickly riffled through hundred dollar bills until he had the fifty-five in a stack. “Great doin’ business with you, Ricardo.”
“Maybe my people want to buy more in bigger bulk. We’d look to cut out the middle man.”
Frank snorted. “It’s my contact …”
“Chill, Frank. If I can score in bigger amounts, you can skim a little. Save you the trouble of having to come up with the scratch you don’t have on hand. They’re talkin’ large amounts. We’ll cut you in for a taste if it works out.”
“Yeah I see what you mean. Gimme a coupl’a days see what I can arrange. Matter of fact I’m a little short of spare cash just now.”
Dante paused. “Why’s that?”
“There are these detectives — from down town, I think. I’m certain they’re not narcs. They came by and threatened to turn me over. Three of them, wanted a grand apiece. Told them I didn’t have anything like that handy, got them down to just a grand for all of them. Now I keep a record of what I pay out. Never saw these guys before. Coupl’a months ago, some other guys hit me, said they was from the Borough. Don’t know what that means but they must’a passed me along to these new guys. Expensive but it keeps me from bein’ hassled.”
“You say they weren’t narcs, why do you think that?”
“Nah, that ain’t the way narcs operate. They’ll want the collar. Then they’ll put you on for a monthly once you get out. They’ll lose the case in court or somethin’ so they can squeeze you for a steady bite.”
“Have you taken a collar recently?”
“No, it’s been a long time. Yeah I got a sheet, but now I don’t deal with anybody I don’t know. With you it’s different, you talkin’ big numbers ’n’ all. With these new guys it’s been a one-time hit, but different ones keep showin’ up. Knockin’ me dead with the money they want.”
“You say you kept a record?”
“I got my note pad stashed away with dates and amounts, case anything happens. I’ll remember what they look like, too. First cop was plainclothes from the division. Creep came around try’na put the moves on Linda. I scored him just to get rid of him. He started the parade.”
Dante listened, keeping an impassive expression on his face. “I gotta dash, Frank. Talk to you soon,” Dante said, picking up his case and starting for the front of the store.
“Yeah, gimme a call,” Frank called after him. 
 
With the entire transaction recorded and Dante away in his car, the white van pulled out and headed back to their office. Dante headed for a prearranged rendezvous with Reno to hand over the attaché case with the purchased heroin, got a receipt and left for home. The technical surveillance men played the tape for Reno, Clara O’Shea and their boss, Deputy Inspector Zakowsky. The part about the detectives’ shake down of Frank piqued the Deputy’s interest and became part of the case file after he had the recording transcribed. Too soon in the operation to expand it to a corruption investigation, the Deputy Inspector decided to wait until Dante could arrange a bigger buy further up the chain in the hopes to lead to the detectives who stole the drugs from the Property Clerk. Time enough later to let IAD squeeze Frank for a description of the cops he said he bribed and get him to ID photographs.    
 
The next phase of the investigation, now code-named Operation Rebound, began when another team of surveillance men went to the Café Madrid to install the next listening device and the telephone tap. Since the doors and windows had alarm wiring, they had to gain access during the café’s business hours. They disabled the telephone system and waited until an employee placed a call meant for the telephone company to complain about the interrupted service. The wiretap team intercepted the call and said someone would respond shortly. An hour later a team dressed in the uniform of a Bell Telephone repair crew entered the café and asked for directions to the telephone terminal box. While one technician rigged the phone switch box, another tech man went into the men’s room adjacent to Alejandro’s office, locked the door behind him and drilled a tiny hole through the wall. A small transmitter inserted through the opening would pick up any conversation in the office. The team then completed the tap on the phone line. They reconnected the phone service, received the thanks of the manager and left.
Dante placed another call to Alejandro and queried in guarded language whether if he had the ready cash to purchase the next half-kilo and would the manager like to do more business. “I’m ready to buy the crate of oranges we spoke about,” he said. 
Alejandro appreciated his caution on the telephone and said he had several oranges available. Dante arranged a date and time to visit the Madrid and meet with the café manager. 
Furnished once again with the buy money by the Federal Drug Enforcement Administration, Dante made a leisurely entrance and attracted the attention of Miguel the bouncer. At the bar, Dante ordered a Scotch on the rocks and waited. 
Miguel approached and murmured in his ear: “In the office, with me.” 
Once again the ritual of a complete body search took place. Dante stood patiently while Miguel examined every seam of his clothing and stepped back. Dante rearranged his clothing and shot Miguel a sour look to carry out the façade of resentment at the intrusive body check.
Alejandro said: “Please have a seat. May I pour you a drink? Scotch is your preference I believe.”
“Scotch would be fine,” Dante answered. 
“You’re interested in another package, as I understand.”
“I have the cash with me again. My people were satisfied with the quality of the material I bought before.”
  Alejandro went to his wall safe and again shielding the combination with his body extracted a second half-kilo. He set it on the desk and let his face crease with a mirthless smile. Dante reached into his pocket and took out the money. Shoving it toward Alejandro, he reached for the package.
“One moment, please,” the manager said. “I must count it first.”
“Of course,” Dante agreed, and sat back in his seat to sip his drink.
The transaction completed, Alejandro stood and extended his hand. “I trust we’ll be seeing each other again.”
“That’s for certain,” Dante said. His handlers chose not to have him go through the motions of testing the cocaine. They meant for him to maintain the appearance of an experienced drug dealer and someone who would not expect a double-cross from a polished operator like Alejandro. He picked up the package and stuffed it into his jacket pocket and left.
 In the parking lot at the rear of the café, the battered white van stood unobtrusively in a dark corner. Dante walked past, entered the borrowed Cadillac and drove away. The two agents from the van who recorded the conversation in Alejandro’s office sauntered into the café, sat at the bar and ordered drinks. After a few moments, one went into the men’s room, secured the door closed and retrieved the bug from its hiding place in the wall. The other tech man disconnected the wiretap. A customer tried the door, rattling the knob impatiently. The agent opened the door. “All yours,” he said with a breezy smile and left.  
Clara O’Shea waited for Dante in the parking area on the Manhattan side of the Brooklyn Bridge. Dante pulled his car in beside hers. Clara opened her passenger side window and Dante deposited the half-kilo of cocaine through the window from his driver’s seat. The woman detective handed him a receipt in exchange.  Accepting it quickly, the operative put his car in reverse and drove away. 
 Reno had Dante meet him in the same Federal courtroom again the next day, to get an order authorizing a wire tap on the telephone at the candy store where Frank conducted his business. Dante swore to the truth of his affidavit concerning the events surrounding his purchase of the contraband. The judge then granted the order to permit the tap for several days.    
The agent-technicians drove their white van into the alley behind the store. One man climbed a ladder to access the external phone switch box on the wall, found the phone terminal to the store and rigged the tap using alligator clips. He ran a wire to the van along the wall of the building adjacent. The van stayed in place in the alley for the duration of the tap, ignored by the store keepers in the single story building because of the vehicle’s run-down appearance. The crews rotated every eight-hour shift to monitor the wire. 
A pen register picked up the telephone numbers dialed from the candy store from which Frank Aguirre ran his drug sale operation. Reno received the recordings from the technical crew of the conversations they picked up on a reel-to-reel tape recorder. 
 



 
 
Chapter Eight
 
Deputy Inspector Zakowsky, commanding officer of the Police Commissioner’s Squad, obtained extra funds for a budget to run Operation Rebound and rent office space for the team to work in isolation as befit the clandestine nature of their mission. Reno notified Dante to meet him and Clara in the place he had leased in a nondescript building on Chambers Street. Apart from Reno and Clara, only technicians on loan from the DEA had access to the location. Dante found the office building a block west of the Municipal Building, the massive old pile of granite that housed much of the bureaucracy of New York City. On the fifth floor of the grime encrusted edifice, hidden at the end of a dimly lit hallway, a door devoid of markings except the suite number, kept the location secret from all but those assigned to the squad. When Dante arrived, Reno had already wound a reel-to-reel of audiotape into a tape player. Motioning to Dante to sit down next to the machine, he pressed the ‘play’ button.
Tape starts: “This is Agent Johnson, Drug Enforcement Administration. Place of recording: Agency van in the alley behind 124-62 Jamaica Avenue, Richmond Hill, Queens. The time is 2:44 pm, August 6, 1974. This is a recording of telephone calls made from location in Richmond Hill, Queens.”
(Sound of phone ringing)
VOICE: Hello.
FRANK: This is Richmond Hill.
VOICE: Who?
FRANK: You know, Jamaica Avenue …
VOICE: Yeah, whaddya want?
FRANK: I maybe got a prospect for the goods.
VOICE: Yeah, who is this guy?
FRANK: Same guy bought the first piece.
VOICE: So, why‘nch you handle it?
FRANK: (inaudible)…big for me, too much for here.
VOICE: Had’dya know this guy ain’t the heat? 
FRANK: (inaudible) … guy from outta town, got plenty a’ dough. Lemme send him over.
VOICE: Nah, not right now. What’s his name? We gotta check him out first.
FRANK: Goes by Ricardo. Ricardo Mendez. Says he did time in New Mexico. 
VOICE: That don’t mean nuthin’, could be anybody.
FRANK: Well, you let me know. Check him out and let me know. 
(Pause, inaudible voices in background.)
VOICE: He comin’ back there for any reason?
FRANK: I told him to call me. (inaudible) … piece of the action.
VOICE: Yeah, we’ll talk about that. Lemme know you hear from him.
FRANK: I’ll do that.
(Conversation ends, recording ends, Agent Johnson, 2:46 pm). 
Reno snapped off the tape recorder. “We’re not sure who that is Frank called. We’re having the Federal people track down where that number is located. Someone answered quickly, maybe a private house, or possibly a second line installed under a dummy address. Need cooperative phone company guys to install that but you can get anything done you spend enough money.”
“We’re holding off arresting the manager at the Madrid for the time being,” Clara said to Dante. “That would be a sure tip off that you’re with us. We want whoever has the main stash first, the stolen stuff.”
“Wouldn’t that be the guys that made the hundred kilo seizure?” Dante asked. “It seems like they’d be the ones who would know about the amount vouchered at the Property Clerk.”
Reno said: “Maybe the same guys, but don’t forget that seizure made the headlines. For sure, everyone at SIU knows about it. Any one of them with enough guts could’ve pulled that off. All they had to do was forge a signature to sign it out for court. That signature’s illegible, probably not a real person’s name.”
“We’ve got to do this right,” Clara said. “This investigation’s being discussed at the highest levels. The PC had all his top chiefs in to brief them, including the Commanding Officer of the Narcotics Division. The CO of Narcotics has orders to press for a lead from within his unit. Good luck with trying to get anything from that bunch.”
“I hope they didn’t …” Dante started to say.
“Yeah,” Clara said, “they know there’s an undercover operating but not who you are exactly. Just someone the DEA brought in.”
Dante shook his head. “That’s not good. If that gets back to the people who pinched the drugs we’ll never get anywhere.”
“The top brass, they’re not going to say anything. Besides, the PC warned them not to discuss the investigation other than to try to squeeze their people for leads. The Intelligence Division has a bunch of their street people nosing around, too. That’s one group that has ears everywhere.”
Dante exhaled with exasperation. “It’s been my experience that nothing is secret in your department. For enough money you can find out anything.”
Clara bristled. “That’s over the top cynical, considering …” She stopped short of reminding Dante of why he no longer had his status as a DEA field agent and now trying to worm his way back into the good graces of his former agency.
Dante shot her a fierce look and started to say: “I know what you mean …”
Reno raised a hand. “Time out everybody, no need for internal strife here. Let’s get to the job at hand.”
Clara shrugged: “Sorry, no offense.”
Dante modified his scowl, “None taken.”
“Nothing left to do now,” Reno said, “until the tech men track down where that phone line leads to.”
“What about the people Frank Aguirre says are shaking him down?” Clara asked.
“The Deputy will pass that along to IAD,” Reno answered. “We’ll let them handle that end. I believe they’re going to mount surveillance on the store, photo everyone going in and out. If they get anyone from the department they can find out whether they’re taking money from Frank. We’ll ask them to wait to make any arrests of cops until we get around to collaring the dealer. If Frank keeps a record like he says he does, it will be easy enough for them to cross-reference to a picture. Our main focus now has to be finding the stolen drugs.”
 
Dante returned his borrowed Cadillac to the impound yard and walked the distance back to his apartment in the brownstone. He slipped off his shoes, put a tape of Vivaldi music in his player and started to pour himself a Glenlivet on the rocks when he noticed a slip of paper on the floor just inside of the door. He had missed it when he first came home. When he read the note he sighed in exasperation and replaced the cork on the whiskey bottle, relaced his shoes and headed for a telephone booth two blocks away from the one he previously used. A recording of a woman’s voice that he recognized as Clara’s answered the call: “Pier Twenty-nine, Hudson River. At the tone record what time it is now. Be there no more than twenty minutes from the time you receive this message.”
Dante checked his watch waited for the beep and spoke for the machine: “Nine thirty six pm. I’ll be there by ten.”   
At the pier when he arrived on foot, having walked the entire distance, Dante recognized the unmarked car used by the Operation Rebound team idling in the shadows. He opened the passenger side door and slid in beside Clara O’Shea.”What’s up?” he asked.
“I’ve been meaning to ask you, what kind of driver’s license do you carry?”
“Issued in New Mexico,” he said with a grin.
“This case just got a whole lot messier,” she continued. “The body of Detective Willis Beamon was found a few hours ago in his car in Queens. He was one of the team involved in the hundred kilo seizure, the one we’re trying to track down.”
“Where in Queens?” Dante asked.
“There’s a huge parking lot behind a big department store and rows of smaller shops just off Jamaica Avenue, in the Jamaica section. A precinct radio car doing a sweep of the empty lot saw the car standing alone and stopped to look. They found Beamon slumped over in the front seat. He had a bullet through the right side of his head. Looks like a shooter sitting in the passenger’s side did him.”
“Sounds like someone he knew to get that close to him.”
“Beamon was a second grade detective in Narcotics with seventeen years on the job. He’d never let a bad guy get that close without being careful. So yeah, must have been someone he trusted,” Clara said.
“Could also be someone — well — someone he might have been doing a deal with.” Dante answered. “Those things happen you know.”
“No doubt,” Clara voiced a thought as she stared out into the river. “There is always that possibility. I’d hate to think we’d be looking for another cop for this shooting. Maybe he fell out with his partners over the drugs.”
“Thanks for the timely alert, Detective,” Dante said. “I’m sure I’ll sleep more soundly now that we think there may be a homicidal cop loose.” He managed to keep his expression noncommittal while he waited for a sharp retort from Clara.
She kept a business-like tone. “The boss wanted you to be aware of this immediately. Your assignment just got infinitely more dangerous.”
Dante matched her sincerity. “I’ve always heard that a bad cop is a killer. Now I’m ready to believe it. I appreciate the heads-up. Thanks again. Would it be possible to get a lift back to near where I live? I’ve done a heap of walking today.”
Clara put the car in reverse and swung back around to leave the pier. “I’ll drop you at the corner a block away from your apartment.”
Dante smiled for the first time that day. “Much obliged, ma’am.”
Clara just responded with a wry grin.    
 
Two days later Reno notified Dante to meet with him and Clara at the pier in the Red Hook section of Brooklyn. Dante arrived in the Cadillac loaned to him from the Police Impound Yard. He crossed over to the detectives’ unmarked car and slid into the back seat. 
“Dante, let me fill you in on the developments with regard to the homicide of Detective Beamon,” Reno began. “Queens Homicide and IAD plan to have his three partners in for questioning. We expect they’ll lawyer up. They’ll be very suspicious about being trapped into saying something that would connect them with the drug theft or the killing.”
“About what you would expect,” Dante said.
“We suspect that these three smart alecks are up to their necks in this,” Clara said. “Ballistics tells us that the bullet that killed him came from a .22 caliber weapon, most likely a Saturday Night Special, a throw-away gun.”
“Yeah, a .22 will do a lot of damage inside your brain case,” Dante ventured.
“We’d like to figure out a way to get you close to these three. Possibly set up a dummy arrest,” Reno began.
“Oh, terrific …” Dante murmured.
“We know you’ve been through this before, Dante,” Reno interrupted, “but this is all we could think of to penetrate the conspiracy.”
“And I could end up like Beamon,” Dante said with an edge of venom in his voice.
“No,” Reno said, “we’ll plan this carefully so we minimize the chance of anything going wrong. We’ll figure out a way to make it look like you finagled your way out of a collar, somehow.”
Dante thought for a long moment. He wondered about how high a price he would pay to earn his way back into the DEA. He could bail out at any time and revert to a strictly civilian status. His father would welcome him as an employee in his private investigative agency in Italy. He decided to let the plan play out, depending on how risky or how onerous it became.
Clara interrupted his train of thought: “We’re going to try to figure out a plausible way for you to appear to be arrested and avoid arraignment and a jail cell. We know you’ve had enough of that.”
“I’ve done it both ways,” Dante said, “once as make-believe and once unfortunately for real. It’s not something I’d care to repeat, either way.”
“Let us conjure with it for a while,” Clara said. “Meanwhile we try to work on who has the drugs and where are they intending to sell them.”
“So far,” Reno added, “we’re still working on finding the location of the telephone that Frank Aguirre called. We should learn that soon we hope.”
“Ever thought that the detectives may not be handling the drugs themselves?” Dante asked. “If they’re really smart they’ll use a cut-out to move the big load.”
“There’s that possibility,” Reno agreed. “We’re pretty sure, though that one of the SIU men sold the cocaine directly to the manager of the Madrid.”
“The hundred kilos may be too much for them to move directly, but our guess is they won’t want to lose track of it. They’ll want most of the profit themselves.”
“I have an idea,” Clara interjected.
“Go ahead,” Reno said, “let’s hear it.”
“To minimize the inconvenience to Dante, why don’t we have a dummy arrest made by DEA people and have him brought before our friendly Federal judge. We could dispense with the unpleasant preliminaries as long as the judge is on board with the plan.”
“Will a Federal judge go along with using the court for a charade like that?” Dante asked.
“As long as he’s fully briefed and we don’t clutter the records in the clerk’s office with a nonexistent case,” Reno answered. 
Clara continued: “We could make sure the case hits the papers. Let’s say we announce an arrest for a major seizure pursuant to a long standing warrant after an extensive investigation.”
“How would you justify me staying out of custody after the kind of arrest you plan?” Dante asked.
“High bail,” Clara said. “We announce that high bail was set and posted immediately. Make it look like the defendant — you — is well-connected to the rackets and an important figure.”
“We’d need a Federal prosecutor to help us with this,” Reno added. “There’s one we know has helped in the past with these complicated integrity cases, Bill McCaffrey … “
“Oh yeah, McCaffrey,” Dante chuckled, remembering where he had met the prosecutor.  “He’ll know me, we’ve crossed paths before.”
“Did you have a case with him?” Clara asked.
“I sure did have a case with him,” Dante replied. “He was the prosecutor when I got arrested for real.”
“The next thing we’d need to do is figure out a way to get you next to the SIU detectives we suspect of stealing the drugs,” Reno said.
“That’s for later,” Clara said. “For now let’s concentrate on planning how to arrange this bogus arrest. You should be present to observe the interrogation so you can get a look at them. That way you can recognize them when you meet them.”
 



 
 
Chapter Nine
 
Internal Affairs and Queens Homicide scheduled a joint interrogation of the three remaining detectives from the team that had originally seized the one hundred kilos. They had fallen under suspicion of stealing the shipment from the Property Clerk’s office. The spotlight shone on them for the murder of Detective Beamon as well. Reno called Dante to accompany him to observe the questioning through a one-way mirror to provide Dante with an opportunity to see their faces for future recognition as the team had discussed. Dante slipped through a basement entrance and up a rear staircase into the stationhouse used for the interrogation, to avoid having him enter through the front door.
 The panel of interrogators, two captains from IAD and the lieutenant squad commander of the Queens Homicide Squad called Detective Slovik into the room first. One of the captains from Internal Affairs began: “This interrogation will be recorded. I am activating the machine at this time.” He snapped the record switch to ‘on’ and continued: “It is now 10:28 am, present are …” and read the list of names, ranks and assignments of those present. He opened the session by reading Miranda warnings to the detective and then the provisions of Department General Order Fifteen that provided for representation at departmental questioning when the member became the target of the investigation.  
The other IAD captain then read a prepared statement informing Slovik that the questioning took place during an investigation into the disappearance of evidence from a department facility and into the death of Detective Willis Beamon.
Slovik waited until the captain finished reading the preliminary statement, then announced: “Before you begin asking questions and since I am the target of the investigation, I want an attorney present and/or a PBA representative. I know the PBA maintains a staff of paid attorneys so one of them will suffice. Until then I am under no obligation to give any answers.” 
The Homicide lieutenant sat quietly and took notes. Reno and Dante watched from behind the one-way mirror. Slovik stared fixedly at the mirrored wall in front of him understanding that other unseen observers had an interest in his answers and demeanor. The IAD investigator ended the session and called Detectives Andrew Zevin and Michael Leone in separately and received the same response of request for representation from each. 
Reno and Clara met with Dante at their office and began to plan Dante’s bogus arrest. They made an appointment to speak to Bill McCaffrey at the US Attorney’s Office to ask for his cooperation and bring him up to date with the progress of the investigation. 
Two days later, the Assistant US Attorney ushered the three into his office and greeted Dante with a warm handshake and a broad grin. “I see you’ve landed on your feet — Mr Falconieri isn’t it?”
Dante shook McCaffrey’s hand but maintained his own customary noncommittal expression. “In a manner of speaking,” he said.  
“How can I help you today, detectives?” McCaffrey asked.
Reno began to outline the idea for the dummy arrest to get Dante close to the detectives suspected of the narcotics theft by using the Federal Court to process the case without actually putting Dante through the trauma of hours of confinement. “I thought we could use Judge Morgan since your office relies on him for your sensitive public integrity matters. Just run our operative into his courtroom and give the case wide publicity to make it more acceptable.”
McCaffrey moved files around on his desk, then looked up. “You do realise that experienced detectives will assume that someone recently arrested and released will be trying to work off a case. That ploy may work with street level dealers but an astute police officer will become suspicious right away. In addition, I’m not entirely certain that the Judge will be willing to let us use his court for an arraignment involving a non-existent crime. Nice idea, though.”
Dante breathed an inward sigh of relief. The idea of going through another arrest process, even a bogus one, gave him a slightly nauseous twinge in his stomach. He agreed with McCaffrey’s point about detectives becoming wary of a recent arrestee. 
Glancing sideways at Clara, Reno could only nod in acquiescence since he needed a cooperative Federal prosecutor to implement his plan and harbored serious mistrust of some of the Assistant DA’s in the city offices. Recent experiences had led him to the belief that the City Magistrate courts and clerk’s offices frequently leaked information. “I see your point,” he said to McCaffrey and rose to leave.
“Sorry I couldn’t be more help. Let me know if there’s ever anything I can do to further your plans,” the prosecutor said. “I’d love to nail whoever snatched the dope. That was our evidence.” He paused to realign the edges of the stack of file folders. “We just need to proceed with care. When we get these guys I want the charge to stick.” He stood and came around from behind his desk, extending his hand once more to each visitor. He grinned at each one of his visitors. “Nice to see you again, Mr Falconieri, especially under more pleasant circumstances.”
Dante managed a faint smile that more resembled a grimace, returned the handshake and they all parted company.
Leaving the building, Reno said with a rueful shake of his head: “I should have thought it through more carefully, he’s right. It wouldn’t have worked.”
Dante kept his own counsel, his face shielded by his beard and dark sunglasses. With a little careful planning he believed he could come up with his own idea to penetrate the shadowy conspiracy of detectives gone completely off the reservation and had perhaps just turned homicidal.
Back at his office, Reno found a message from the wiretap surveillance team on the candy store in Queens. The telephone number that Frank Aguirre called picked up by the wiretap yielded another intercept. Reno read the transcript.
INCOMING CALL:  
FRANK: (answering) Yeah?
VOICE: Frank?
FRANK: Yeah, it’s me.
VOICE: Listen, can ya get in touch with that guy who bought the sugar last time?
FRANK: You mean the half crate?
VOICE: Yeah, that one.
FRANK:  (inaudible) … know who he is.
VOICE: Ya said ya had him checked out.
FRANK: Yeah, he’s from Mexico or somethin’. Why are ya askin’?
VOICE: I waited to see ya been collared yet. Yer still free I figure he’s not the heat, mebbe we can do business.
FRANK: (inaudible) … my contact first, ‘member I called you about him.
VOICE: Yeah, yeah you’ll get your slice. I just wanna get in touch wit’ the guy. Check him out myself.
FRANK: I hear anything I’ll let ya know. Dunno if I’ll see him again. (inaudible) … how to get in touch.
VOICE: Okay lemme know ya hear from him.
FRANK: Yeah, I’ll call ya.
Call ends, 3:10 pm, August 10, 1974, 
 Reno contacted Dante and told him that the wiretap had picked up a phone call to the candy store from which Frank sold his product. “This may be the break we’ve waited for,” Reno said. “Get in touch with Frank and ask him if he’s got anymore product to sell. He may steer you to the voice on the telephone. The tech people have tracked the number down. It’s not anybody’s home, more likely a relay from an empty apartment. You probably won’t be dealing directly with cops. We’re guessing that they’ve gotten a major dealer involved.”
“I’ll call Frank early tomorrow. I’ll let you know how it works out,” Dante said. 
 On the strength of the one intercepted phone call, Reno, together with the AUSA, visited the judge who authorized the wiretap warrant and got it extended. He detailed Clara to take one Federal agent and maintain surveillance on the candy store for the rest of the day on the chance that one or more of the SIU detectives suspected in the drug theft would show up.
From their vantage point on the el station above the store, Clara and her partner observed only Frank’s regular customers come and go. Frank seemed to do a brisk business. It also appeared that the girlfriend, Linda, steered new prospects into the candy store to contact Frank.
Near the end of the day, a Department unmarked car pulled up to the curb some distance from the candy store. Two men, who bore none of the outward indicia of drug users, entered the store. Clara and her partner, a DEA tech man, did not recognize either man as SIU personnel. They took photos of the men who bore the unmistakable stamp of law enforcement. Later, upon review of the photos, Reno and Clara surmised that the faces in the pictures belonged to members of the squad engaged in the shakedowns Frank had described to Dante. After they identified the detectives from department records as members of the Safe, Loft and Truck Squad they passed the pictures and information along to IAD. 
 
Dante visited the candy store to ask Frank for the phone number to contact about buying the bulk of the stolen heroin. He stood in the shadows near the back of the store while Frank conducted his day-to-day business. Dante watched while the drug dealer sorted through regular customers and those he didn’t recognize. With any prospective purchaser who appeared too healthy or sharp-eyed Frank simply refused to deal. Finally, Frank had a moment to speak with Dante and gave him the phone number. On the way out the door, knowing it would antagonize Frank, Dante stopped to chat with Linda, who stood outside glassy-eyed and forlorn. When Frank started for the door, Dante broke off the conversation. On his way down the block, Dante glanced back to see Frank glaring fiercely at his back. 
Dante reported to Reno that he had the suspect telephone number and would call it from a pay phone to initiate contact with a prospective seller of the stolen contraband. As a side note, Reno related to him with a chuckle that their boss, the Deputy Inspector Zakowsky, had received a threatening call from an incensed Chief of the Narcotics Division complaining that the Police Commissioner’s Squad had usurped their prerogative by taking on a narcotics investigation.  
“By the way,” Dante recalled, “I know your boss. I dealt with him when he was a Homicide Commander during my little difficulty, a few years back. Seemed like a nice guy. What did he say?” 
Reno laughed again. “You know our boss? What are the odds of that happening? Anyway, he just referred the chief to the PC and told him to take it up with higher authority. I think our boss just made an implacable enemy, though.”
“I’m uncomfortable with anyone from Narcotics knowing about me,” Dante said, “especially if he’s hostile to this investigation.”
“C’mon Dante, that’s the chief. What the hell is he going to do?”
“Believe me Reno, I don’t trust anyone,” Dante answered.
Reno paused, “Well yeah, I guess you wouldn’t, but still — the chief?”
“I suppose it’s too late now, seeing as how he’s already been read in on this operation. I hope he keeps it to himself.”
“I’m sure he will, Dante. He’s as security conscious as anyone.”
 
Dante made contact with the voice on the telephone the technicians had recorded on the wiretap. They arranged to meet at Patsy’s, a small Italian restaurant on Mott Street in Lower Manhattan. Dante surmised that he would not meet a member of the Narcotics Squad. The man he contacted instructed him to ask the proprietor of the restaurant for Jimmy Bats when he arrived. Dante guessed immediately without inquiring, who awaited him as he came through the door of the restaurant. A solitary figure in his mid-sixties sat in the corner table wearing a pork-pie fedora and an open vest over a tee shirt, nursing a cup of espresso and reading Il Progresso, an Italian language newspaper. Every aspect of the man, with a lifetime of evil imprinted on his face, told Dante who to approach. 
Operating with innate intuition, a quick calculation told Dante that the 100 kilos of missing heroin had already changed hands. Whoever had pilfered it from the Property Clerk’s Office had quickly dispossessed himself — or themselves — of the risky contraband. He sidled up to the bar and motioned to the elderly man behind the counter. Before he could speak, the bartender nodded toward the corner table. 
Dante pulled up a chair, seated himself facing the newspaper and waited. The gravelly voiced thug slowly folded the paper, slipped off his reading glasses, finished the last of his coffee and spoke: “Whaddya want?”  
“I’m Ricardo, the one who called you.”
Dante suspected this aging hood acted as the lead contact for a more sophisticated mob boss higher up.  He had no doubt that Jimmy Bats had earned his sobriquet by beating someone to death with a baseball bat and had never suffered prosecution for that crime. Their eyes met and held each other in a cold stare.
“So ya called me,” the man said. “Who are ya and whaddya want?”
“I’m in the market for a large shipment of goods. I have major backing from out of town,” Dante began.
“Yeah and who are ya?”
“I told you, name’s Ricardo.”
“Ricardo what? We don’t do business wit’ people we don’t know.
“Mendez,” Dante answered. “I’m in from the Southwest.”
“How much cash ya got available? Dis ain’t no small time operation.”
“I can handle maybe a million or so,” Dante said. “Depends on how much stuff you got available. I dealt with Jamaica Avenue Frank. That’s how I got your number.”
“I’ll check and see if anybody wants to do business wit’ ya. We gotta see who ya are first. Where in the Southwest?”
“New Mexico. I done a coupl’a year bid for sale out there. I got Mexican connections.”
“We’ll see,” the aging gangster said, maintaining his inherent hostility. “Where’d ya do yer bid?” 
“New Mexico State Pen, Albuquerque.” 
“Somebody’ll check. Call back in a few days.”
Dante pushed himself away from the table and stood. “I’ll be in touch,” he snapped, turned for the door and left. 
He called the office number again, and Clara answered. He reported that he had made contact but as he had foreseen did not speak to a detective. “They’re gonna check out my background. I’m supposed to call back in a few days. I’ll let you know if I hear anything. By the way, did you get anything back from the autopsy on the dead detective?”
“Only that the bullet was fired from close range and in a slightly upward trajectory. That indicates that whoever shot him kept the weapon concealed until the last moment. We have no motive and no weapon, of course. We’re guessing it has something to do with the drug theft but it could be anything. We don’t know how dirty Beamon was, if at all.”
While she spoke, Dante glanced down the block at two men who stood in a doorway on the opposite side of the street looking in his direction. He looked away quickly. Instinct told him he had drawn attention from someone, whether cops or mobsters; either way he began to get an uncomfortable knot in his stomach. He grunted an assent in response to what Clara had said.
 “Keep your own head out of your ass, Ricardo,” Clara cautioned
“Yeah,” he said while he stole another glance at the pair who hadn’t moved. “Yeah,” he muttered again, “will do.” Then he hung up. 
He slipped out of the booth and started north along Mott to the corner of Grand Street where he stepped into the doorway of a small Spanish bodega. He glanced quickly back along the way he came and verified that the two men who had him under surveillance moved slowly a half block behind him threading their way through the pedestrian traffic on the crowded sidewalk on the opposite side of the street. Dante turned and entered the store. He ordered a cup of black coffee-to-go in Spanish from the counter man. While he paid for the coffee, he caught a glimpse of his tails still across the street, sauntering past the store. They looked quickly through the store window and kept walking. Watching through the window from a concealed vantage point, Dante saw the two men stop at the corner of Grand. He guessed that they waited for him to reemerge from the bodega. Moving quickly around the counter of the store, Dante edged through the rear kitchen area and headed for the door that led out into the refuse-filled back way that gave access to deliveries and trash pick-up. Ignoring the loud protests of the counterman, he tore the door open and made his way down the narrow path with its fetid odors to the cellar entrance of one of the tenement buildings that abutted the alley. Finding the stairway that took him to the first floor, he raced along the hallway, exited the building and came out on Elizabeth Street. With the paper cup of coffee he had bought deposited in a nearby trash barrel, Dante started back toward Canal Street and walked the several blocks to the City Hall subway entrance to take the uptown train. When he arrived at the stop nearest to where he lived, he called the contact number for the Operation Rebound office from a phone booth and Reno answered.
“I’m being followed. When I made the meet with the man who was the voice on the telephone, two guys had me spotted. Not sure if they’re PD or hoods.”
“Did you shake them?” Reno asked. “Where are you now?”
“Yeah, I lost them, took a subway back. I’m in a phone booth near my apartment. Just called to tell you somebody’s onto me.”
 “What was the result of your meeting?” 
“The man I met, Jimmy Bats is his alias, said they want to check me out. I assume they’ll try to get info from New Mexico. I told him I’d get back to him in a few days.”
“Okay, stay home till we get an idea what to do next. We’ll have to find out how badly you’re compromised,” Reno said. “You’ll hear from us.”
“Yeah, thanks,” Dante muttered and hung up.    
Confined to his small apartment for an indeterminate time Dante felt the old rage and frustration begin to bubble to the surface. Sitting in a threadbare armchair, he tried to calm his breathing. He had learned to practice this technique while serving his banishment as a confidential informant and errand boy for the DEA out in the hot, dry Southwest. Trips to Mexico to set up buys for the agency required that he keep his inner turmoil at bay. Gradually over time, he gained more control over his emotions, but regret for his past missteps increased. Now anguished memories of Mina and their torrid romance rose up to haunt him. Dante considered it a sign of his flawed nature that he still would have loved her despite the evil and treacherous manner in which she had dealt with him. Her plan to have him murdered and her involvement in an international criminal enterprise notwithstanding, his guilt over her violent death for which he blamed himself, ate at him, a burden of remorse he could not lay aside. 
In the kitchen, he took the half-empty bottle of Glenlivet Scotch whiskey from the cupboard and poured himself a large drink. He slipped a tape of Vivaldi symphonic music into the stereo, sat back, closed his eyes and let the soothing music wash over him. With an unconscious gesture he traced the scar under his eye, sipped his drink and tried to allow the pressure in his chest drain away.  When he went into the kitchen the time on the wall clock told him to make his routine call to the office. From a nearby phone booth, he dialed the number. 
Clara’s clipped voice, sharp with authority, came over the line. “Pier 29, one hour,” she snapped.
“Got it, one hour,” he said.
The click of the phone as she hung up and the ensuing dial tone told him the conversation had ended. He smiled to himself. Clara had an abrupt manner of speaking but any contact with another human felt better than no contact. With this interruption to make the phone call, his solitary daydreams had come to a sudden but welcome conclusion. He set out immediately for the Hudson River pier. The long walk would clear the cobwebs and help dissipate the affects of the Scotch. He remembered to pop a couple of breath mints on the way. He didn’t need Clara giving him grief about drinking. Dante had begun to regard her as someone quick to criticize. He imagined she would take exception to his drinking while staying available to a summons from her or Reno. 
 



 
 
Chapter Ten
 
Clara pulled her car up close to where Dante stood and he slipped in quickly. “We have an idea where the SIU detectives congregate when they’re off-duty,” Clara began. “There’s a bar in Brooklyn, an out of the way joint over near the courts on Schermerhorn Street. If you can engage one of them in conversation that would be a good thing, but be careful though. The chief in command of the Narcotics Division has his knickers in a knot. He thinks he should be able to wash his own dirty linen, do his own investigation and wants to clean up this mess internally since he’ll bear responsibility.”
“Well it is his responsibility,” Dante answered. “From what I know his whole shop is riddled with dirty cops, or was when I…” His voice trailed off.
Clara picked up his train of thought: “He could have tipped off his people that they’re being looked at, just out of pique. The PC may be getting ready to dump him from Narcotics depending on how this goes. We think the PC’s waiting to see how fast — and whether — we wrap this up.”
“That would make the chief a dangerous man,” Dante added. “If he put his people on their guard it’ll be that much harder to get near them.”
“Anyway,” Clara said, “we have another detective on the hook on suspicion of sharing the money his partners swiped from street dealers. They also get tipped off about who’s dealing and compensate their stoolies with unvouchered narcotics seized from people they’ve collared. He’s given IAD other cases so they’re letting him run and we’re using him for this case. He may be able to give you an intro to the creeps that stole the heroin from the Property Clerk’s Office.” 
Dante, his sunglasses still in place, stared out at the Hudson, its movement toward the sea barely discernible in the distance. 
“Did you know,” Clara mused, easing the tension between them, “that the Indians who inhabited Manhattan ages before the arrival of European settlers called it the ‘River That Flowed Both Ways’. The bay at its mouth brings in ocean tides and when met by the southward stream from the northern reaches of New York State creates dangerous currents and eddies.” She shrugged, “Just a tidbit of useless trivia.”
Clara turned to look directly at Dante. “You haven’t heard a word I’ve said,” Clara snapped. “I hope your mind doesn’t wander like that when we need you to be alert.”
Dante turned toward her and slipped off his glasses. He fixed her with a cold stare. Realizing that his seeming lack of attention stemmed from his not wanting to focus too long on her profile, he caught himself before he replied to her caustic comment. After a moment’s hesitation, he said: “Sorry, I did hear everything you said. I’m trying not to…”
“Trying not to pay too much attention?” She finished his sentence with a question. Their eyes met in a frank exchange of unspoken words.
“Believe me,” Dante said, “I pay close attention. If you must know, I just find you attractive and don’t want to dwell on that. Keep it all business, you know?”
“We have to work together,” Clara rejoined, “so keep your mind on your mission and let’s avoid distractions.”
Dante continued to meet her gaze then replaced his sunglasses to look away.
Clara’s voice softened for a moment. “Did you love her a great deal?”
Dante became defensive. “Love who?”
“Now it’s my turn to apologize, it’s none of my business.”
“Actually I did care for her, Mina, the woman you’re talking about. She was beautiful and my passion for her nearly cost me my life. I was beyond infatuated, more like totally besotted. I still have nightmares about all that and the way she died. I blame myself, but she did try to kill me. It was an awful moment.” He paused, then added, “You seem to know a lot about my checkered past.”
“Reno and I read your file before you came here. We needed to be completely familiar with your background. We weren’t sure what we’d get. It looks like you almost went down for the count back then. Was she — what was her name — Mina? Was she responsible for that?”
“Yes her name was Mina, and no I can’t blame her for my own stupidity, although if her scheme to entrap me succeeded I would have gotten myself into a really deep hole. Bad enough as it was.”
“You got shot during that last encounter, didn’t you?”
“Yeah, on top of everything else Mina tried to off me herself. Caught a piece of me, but…”
Clara glanced away again. “I shouldn’t bring up your past. It must be a painful memory.”
Dante shrugged, “Nothing I didn’t bring on myself.”
“Can I buy you a cup of coffee?” Clara asked.
“Better yet,” Dante replied, “let me buy you lunch.”
“Okay, lunch, but only if it’s Dutch treat.”
“Sounds fair,” he said. 
Clara started the car, turned it around and pulled out into Tenth Avenue to find a small sandwich shop.
 
Dante found O’Malley’s, the crowded little tavern on the corner of Clinton and Schermerhorn Streets that Clara had told him about, took a seat at the bar, ordered a Scotch and waited. Fully briefed on what the suspect detectives looked like, he knew he would recognize them. Detective Vito Penza, the IAD informant, arrived first and came directly to where Dante sat and introduced himself. “Can I buy you a drink?” he asked.
“Got one,” Dante said. “Thanks just the same.”
Penza’s IAD handlers had briefed him to meet Dante at O’Malley’s. They told him that the man he would meet went by the name of Ricardo Mendez. From his instructions, he believed Ricardo had a criminal record and dealt drugs. Penza would set up a meeting with Ricardo and his colleagues in SIU, to arrange a dummy arrest for Ricardo to draw the other detectives into a trap, hoping to entice them into stealing money Dante would have in his possession.  
“The guys should start to drift in soon,” Penza began. After a short pause, he asked: “I heard you done a bid out West somewhere, that right?” When Dante didn’t respond he continued. “I’m to introduce you as a stoolie with a grudge against his crew and willing to trade information for a little consideration if you get caught dealing. That’s the deal, right?”
“That’s the deal,” Dante answered.
Penza motioned to the bartender and ordered a beer. “These guys are hard cases, I’m not sure they’ll be that receptive,” he said.
“You just introduce me, I’ll do the rest,” Dante said in his terse manner.
“Sure, sure, I know you been at this game a long time.” Penza took a sip of his beer and stared at their reflections in the mirror behind the bar. “They didn’t tell me much about you when they filled me in on what this caper is all about. You’re supposed to take a collar and see if you can buy your way out, that about it?”
Dante nursed his drink and remained focused on the space directly in front of him.
Penza continued, “I got myself into this mess and now I’m reduced to being a rat on my partners. I just can’t go to jail, you know? I got a wife and kids. How about you…?” 
“The less you know about me the better,” Dante interrupted. “Just introduce me as Ricardo and add a little puff about how much dope I have available. See if they wanna arrange a buy and then arrest me. I’ll throw some money at them, see if they bite.”
“Okay,” Penza answered. He looked up, glanced over his shoulder and recognized the man coming through the door of the bar. “Slovik just came in,” he said lowering his voice.
  Dante did not change his expression. He sat staring fixedly ahead. Detective Slovik approached the bar where Dante and Penza sat. He nodded curtly, “Vito,” he said by way of greeting. His face remained impassive but his eyes betrayed the low esteem he bore for the junior detective.
“Hi Marty,” Vito murmured. “I’d like you to meet someone.”
“Yeah, who’s that?” Slovik growled. He motioned to the bartender and ordered a drink.
“Marty, this is Ricardo. He’s just in from the Southwest.” He turned to Dante: “Ricardo, this is a colleague of mine from the squad, Marty Slovik.”
Slovik pivoted his head slightly toward Dante who glanced at him. They exchanged perfunctory handshakes. 
Slovik addressed Penza: “Where’d you dig him up?” he demanded, referring to Dante.
“We just met a few days ago, Marty. Ricardo may have news about a big shipment of stuff maybe headed here from Mexico.”
“No kiddin’,” Slovik answered, his voice laced with cynicism.
“Look, he’s got contacts you could maybe use, could be a big seizure for your crew. Stuff I’m working on now, I just got no time to follow it up.” 
Dante watched Slovik from the corner of his eye. Observing them both, he concluded Slovik didn’t trust Penza. Slovik leaned across him to address Dante who turned his head toward him. Their eyes locked, Dante held his gaze until Slovik spoke. “How come you know so much about shipments?”
Dante seized the opening. “Look, here’s the deal.  I give you a Mexican shipment; you let me run my little enterprise while I’m here in the city.”
Penza leaned away, allowing the two men to challenge each other. “I gotta get goin’ guys. Why don’t I leave you two to discuss business?”
He slid off his seat, patted Dante on the shoulder and left.
“I don’t do business with slimy drug dealers,” Slovik growled.
Suit yourself,” Dante said. “I’m just sayin’, you could make a substantial collar out of this, maybe more in the future. I need a little elbowroom. How else I’m gonna know what’s comin’ into town if I’m not in the game? I’m sure you guys do this all the time.”
“Yeah, how you know so much?”
“I didn’t just fall off the potato truck. You’re pal Penza offered to introduce us. Do whatever you like.” 
 Slovik paused, sat pensive for a moment. He motioned to the bartender for another drink. Dante said: “Let me get this round.”
The detective pulled back the bills he had offered the bartender and shrugged, “Whatever you like.”
 “No sense us getting off on the wrong foot,” Dante said. 
“How’d you come across Penza?” Slovik asked, still harboring his innate suspicion.
“He caught me with a package.” Dante lied. “Had me wrong, bad search. I threw this deal out to him. He thought maybe your team would be in a better place to handle a big collar like the one I’m talking about.”
  “Where’d you say you were from?” Slovik asked, his menacing tone bordering on hostility.
“I didn’t, but I’m in from the Southwest, New Mexico, actually.”
“What’s your background? You got a sheet?”
“I done a short bid in the State Pen in Albuquerque for dealing.”
Slovik’s cold eyes narrowed. “That’s easy enough to check on.”
“Please, by all means,” Dante countered. “Just got out a couple of months before I came here, felt the pressure from the Feds. My principals sent me East before I ended up inside again.”
“I don’t trust Penza and I don’t trust you. I gotta do a lotta checking before I depend on anything you say,” Slovik rasped.
“Your choice,” Dante answered. He slid off his barstool, “time for me to get rolling. Let me know what you wanna do.”
“How am I supposed to find you?” Slovik asked.
“Tell you what,” Dante said. “I’ll meet you here same time next week. You can tell me then what your preference is. If you wanna meet before that Penza knows how to contact me.”
Dante strode to the door without a backward glance.
 



 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
Dante met Clara again at the Westside pier that had become their meeting place. She picked him up in the department car. 
“I got an intro to Detective Slovik from the IAD stoolie Penza,” Dante began.
“And, what did you think?” she asked. 
“He’s hostile and suspicious, just like you’d expect. I offered to cough up a fictional “big shipment” coming in from the Southwest, just to whet his appetite. I told him it would be a significant collar in exchange for letting me run my own little business. He didn’t commit one way or the other.” 
Dante slipped off his sunglasses and shifted in the passenger’s seat to face Clara.  Cocking an elbow over the back of the seat, he caught her eyes watching him. He ran an index finger across the scar on his cheekbone, an unconscious gesture he made, hardly aware that it had become habitual. It had the effect of drawing Clara’s attention to it.
“Is that a recent acquisition?” 
“Oh this,” Dante said, letting his hand fall back. “Yeah, I picked it up in a brawl with a Mexican creep trying to rip me off.” 
“Stitches?” she asked.
“All part of the cost of doing business,” he replied in an effort to deflect the conversation away from things he’d rather put from his memory. He dropped his eyes and twirled the sunglasses absently. “I enjoyed having lunch with you the other day. Don’t get to have dining companions often.”
Clara studied him during a long pause. “Fun for me, too,” she said finally.
“Hungry now?” Dante risked.
She looked away and said: “Did you make any arrangements to meet with Slovik again?”
“Same time next week, unless he contacts Penza to find me before that,” Dante said, his words terse and clipped.
“I’ve got to get back to the office right now, got things to do, but…”
“It’s okay…” Dante interrupted.
“Wait, let me start over,” Clara said. “You just took me off guard for the moment.” She reached over and touched his hand still suspended from the back of the seat. “I would like to do lunch again. Let’s pick a time and date so there’s no confusion; a day when I’m not so pressed for time. I didn’t mean to brush you off just then.”
Dante managed a wan smile. “I shouldn’t be so touchy. It’s just that…”
Clara squeezed his hand, “No explanations, we’re all on edge. My day off is Thursday, we’re limited to one a week during this investigation, unless of course the boss gets another bug up his ass.”
“Thursday,” Dante repeated. “I don’t think I have any pressing engagements on my calendar,” he added with a wry grin. “Not unless Slovik wants to see me before then. I’m also supposed to call Jimmy Bats in a day or so to wind him into our little conspiracy, but I needn’t do that on Thursday.”
“I’ll pick you up here at noon, barring anything unforeseen.”
Dante slipped his sunglasses on and reached for the door handle. “Thursday at noon, see you then,” he said and stepped out of the car.
On the long walk back toward his apartment, doubts about the wisdom of meeting Clara for casual meals began to filter into his mind. Instinct told him any relationship did not bode well for either of them. If Operation Rebound ended successfully and the Agency restored him to agent status he would certainly see the last of New York City. If he didn’t find those responsible for the theft and thus failed at the task they had set before him — he didn’t want to contemplate the alternative. Yet the prospect of other future undercover operations, even as a sworn agent, became for him a waking nightmare. Dante had begun to discern that the sickness in the depths of his soul stemmed from his years of practicing duplicity and his exposure to the worst characteristics of human nature. An abiding sense of ennui pervaded his outlook exacerbating his tendency to slip into weariness of spirit. It had led to his disgrace and near life-ending disaster. He had long since decided that if restored to full agent status, his role as an undercover operative would end.   
Upon reflection, he realised that Clara had a secure niche as a detective in a prestigious squad and would never give it up for a tenuous connection to someone whose future held little promise of permanence. Her motivation in encouraging a friendship beyond their professional relationship eluded him. Did he evoke some long-buried and unconscious maternal instinct in her? Did he inadvertently probe a fissure in her gruff, unsentimental façade? Rather than cause a strain between them, considering they had to function in close cooperation, Dante decided to keep in abeyance his tendency to permit attractive women to infiltrate his emotional defenses.
Finally, he forced himself to abandon his distracting reverie and focus on the next step in his efforts to penetrate the conspiracy to dispose of the stolen heroin. The time had come to return to Patsy’s Restaurant, find Girolamo Costa, who used the street alias Jimmy Bats and arrange a purchase of the stolen drugs.    
 
Guessing that Jimmy used Patsy’s, as his regular meeting place, Dante found the aging gangster at his usual table at the restaurant sipping his espresso and reading the Italian newspaper. He approached the table, scraped a chair back and seated himself. Jimmy lowered the newspaper to just below his chin and glared at Dante over his reading glasses.
 “You say you done a bid inna State Pen, how come you ain’t on parole?”
“I didn’t get parole, I done all my time inside.”
The old man emitted a croak for what passed as a derisive laugh. “Ya must’a been a pain inna ass in there.”
“I didn’t take too kindly to the screws messin’ with me,” Dante answered. “Cost me a coupl’a lumps and some extra time, is all. Listen, I came to talk about buyin’ a large shipment, not to discuss my past.”
“We checked ya out. You been inside all right, done some hard time.”
Expecting that the mobsters would try to verify his alleged background, Dante let the comment slide by. “That’s nice, Jimmy, now when do I see the goods?”
“Yeah, time enough for that later. You’ll get a glimpse when we see the money,” Jimmy snarled.
“You think I was born yesterday? That ain’t how it’s done.”
“Yeah and how’s that?” ‘Jimmy’ snapped.
“I gotta test it first.”
“There’s no testin’.” Jimmy said, letting his annoyance show. “You take what we give ya. Nobody wants to wait around for you to stick a finger in and taste it.” 
Dante paused as if to mull over what Jimmy had just said. “Okay, if that’s the way it’s gotta be done — I bring the money, somebody brings the stuff, we exchange it at a nice secure location.” Dante’s voice took on the air of authority. “There’s too much at stake to get careless, on either side.”
“What’s a secure location?” Jimmy asked.
Dante had a quick reply: “Someplace out of doors and at night, someplace where it’s private with a way out for everybody.”
“We’ll see, first we gotta be sure you have the money,” Jimmy said.
“I’ll call your number in a coupl’a days. I’ll let you know when I got all the money together. I could meet whoever brings the stuff at a pier on the river, someplace like that, maybe an empty warehouse. I’ll let you know.”
“Maybe my people wanna pick the spot,” Jimmy replied.
“As long as we all agree, doesn’t matter. Gotta be somewhere outta the way. You know that. I’ll call the number I have, I’ll leave a message.”
“Yeah, you do that,” Jimmy mumbled, and returned to his newspaper.
Dante left Patsy’s without a further word or a backward glance and started south to the uptown subway entrance near City Hall Park. Thinking distractedly about his pending lunch date with Clara, he lost his concentration for a few moments. Head down, hands crammed into his trouser pockets, he missed noticing the two men who began to keep track of his movements as he left the restaurant. A shabbily dressed pedestrian strolled ahead of him for a few blocks then stopped to examine the contents of a clothing store window and waited until Dante past him. The man ahead took up the moving surveillance a half block behind while the one following hurried forward to take up a position in front which the first man had just vacated. If Dante changed his route, the man in front would let him pass and continue the tail from behind as Dante turned. 
When Dante arrived at the stairway leading down to the subway platform the man up ahead mingled with the pedestrians that were milling about in the park adjacent to City Hall, let the second tail catch up and both hurried to keep Dante in sight. Still unaware of his stalkers, Dante paced along the platform with the two watchers keeping a discreet distance poised to board the train in a different car when Dante got on. 
The uptown local screamed into the station, hissed its doors open and disgorged some of the passengers, pausing long enough to board those waiting on the platform. Using the people hurrying along the platform as a screen, the two watchers slipped into the train a car behind the one chosen by Dante. Just before boarding, his presence of mind returned and employing the street craft of long habit, Dante hesitated for a moment to glance both ways along the platform searching for signs of surveillance. Satisfied he saw no one to arouse suspicion, Dante slid sideways through the closing doors. Standing with his back to the doors of the subway car, he let his eyes roam over the faces of the other passengers. The first follower attired in the garb of a street derelict passed through and exited into the car ahead but Dante paid scant attention, but he missed seeing the second tracker in the subway car behind who peered through the glass of the doors and kept Dante under surveillance. The man in the unkempt clothing stopped when he entered the forward car and turned to watch Dante as well. The train made several local stops on its way north. When he arrived at his stop and stepped off onto the platform, both his watchers exited from their respective places and moved along several paces behind him. Still unaware of the men behind him, Dante headed for his apartment building and let himself in. Satisfied that they had determined his address in the brownstone building, the two followers broke off their surveillance and left.
After a quick sandwich and coffee at his kitchen table, Dante once again set out to locate a phone booth to request of his team of handlers instructions for picking up the buy money. Before he left his building he made a visual scan of the street, seeing no one, he continued on to make his call. Reno answered the phone on the secure line and told Dante to arrange the date and place of the buy and one of his team would meet him beforehand with a valise containing the cash. A back-up team of agents and detectives would monitor him until the buy went down. Once that took place he needed to take the drugs and leave the location immediately. Since he would require a vehicle to transport what they hoped was a sizeable amount of contraband, he arranged to requisition a car from the impound yard, ready for him and equipped with a recording device. Reno instructed him to pick up the car the day before the proposed transaction, then pick up the money. He would receive further instructions when he completed that task.
 
The following day he met Clara for lunch. In a small restaurant on a side street in midtown, the detective sat at a table in the back having left word with the host that a man would meet her. She gave a general description of Dante. When he arrived, the girl recognized him and escorted him to Clara’s table. Once he took his seat, one of the wait staff appeared over his shoulder to take his order. He slipped off his sunglasses, glanced at the menu and ordered a hamburger and coffee. Clara reached into her shoulder bag and slid a set of keys with a number tag attached across the table, covering it with her hand. He accepted the transfer and slipped the keys into his pocket without looking at them. He reached up with his forefinger and rubbed his scar. 
“I guess this is a working lunch, isn’t it?” Dante asked.
Clara answered with a question of her own: “What else would it be?”
Dante brushed at his facial scar and glanced away. “Where will I pick up the money?” he finally managed to ask despite his embarrassment at having Clara squelch him once again. 
“Call the number tomorrow late afternoon and receive instructions.” She looked at him quizzically. “What’s the matter with you now? You look a little put out.”
“I’ve got to learn not to ask stupid questions,” he answered.
 “Just don’t read too much into our having lunch together a couple of times, that’s all.”
“All right, Clara, you’re right. Just let me off the hook, okay? Try not to rub it in.”
Clara reached out and touched his hand. “I see what you mean. I’m a little tense. This operation is taking too long. I shouldn’t let my bad humor spill over on you. Let’s just have our sandwich and start over. I was short with you and you didn’t deserve that. After all, I was the one who suggested meeting here in the first place.”
“Speaking of this operation,” Dante said to steer the conversation to more pressing matters, “I’ve got an uneasy feeling I can’t find a reason for. I don’t think the cops have the drugs anymore. These mobsters aren’t just fronting for them. I think the detectives have already unburdened themselves of the junk. If the mob’s involved in the direct sale there’s too much room for a double-cross.”
“We’ll have you covered. Just let us know where the transfer will go down.”
“They haven’t picked a spot yet. I assume when I call them that the money’s ready they’ll tell me.”
“If the mob is doing the transfer you’ll need substantial back-up,” Clara cautioned.
“I realize the potential for treachery with them is greater than it would be with cops,” Dante answered. “I don’t know how a back-up team would get close enough to be effective if the bad guys choose a really out-of-the-way place for the exchange. I’d like to go in armed if you and Reno can arrange it with DEA.”
“That might get dicey, but I’ll ask Reno to reach out, might have to go through our boss. I’m aware you’re forbidden to carry a gun since your last escapade.” Clara paused, “Sorry, didn’t mean to be flip about it.”
“No you’re right; it was a foolish escapade of sorts. Anyway, the Feds could go for the idea if they were fully briefed and knew it was an authorized weapon.”
Clara paused for a moment, looking out the restaurant window. “I’m having second thoughts about this whole thing, too. There’s so much downside — too many things could go wrong. 
“This is a chance I’ll have to take if we want this operation to work. I’m gambling my future with one roll of the dice here.” 
Clara forced a long exhalation between pursed lips and shook her head. “Well, first we need to know where this is all going to happen. There’ll need to be a lot more planning. Meantime, we’ll check with DEA about a weapon for you.” 
The server brought their sandwiches and coffee. They finished their meal in silence.
 



 
 
Chapter Twelve
 
The battered white bakery-style van used by the electronic intercept teams parked on Mott Street several yards down the block and across the street from Patsy’s restaurant. Inside the van, one crew member monitored the court-ordered wiretap on the telephone on the back wall of the Italian eatery. Another listened to transmissions from the sensitive bug secreted under the edge of the table authorized by the same court order.
Jimmy Bats sat at his customary place with his copy of Il Progresso and cup of espresso coffee. A man wearing sunglasses and a Yankee baseball hat pulled low over his forehead slipped with furtive movements through the restaurant door and approached his table. When the agent in charge of the detail in the van observed the man in the baseball cap entering the restaurant and approaching Jimmy, he signaled for his crew to snap on the recorder set to pick up the signal from the tiny transmitter. 
The sound from the device planted under the table that the aging gangster used as his office came through the earphones worn by one of the technicians in the van. Until the man spoke, the only noise heard came from the rustle of the newspaper and the clink of Jimmy’s espresso cup. Except for the elderly manager and a solitary customer noisily slurping his bowl of ‘zuppa di mussels’, a shellfish concoction favored by neighborhood customers, the restaurant remained quiet. 
“What’s up?” Jimmy croaked when his visitor scraped his chair up to the table opposite him.
“Tell your guys to be careful, word is there’s an undercover working on the drug shipment,” the man rasped.
“Who is dis guy? What’s he look like?”
“Not sure, just the word around,” the man in the cap said.
“There’s a guy comes in here, try’na arrange a buy; says he’s from outta town.”
“Nah, probably ain’t him, he’s got a sheet I hear.”
“Yeah, so I hear,” Jimmy answered.
“Just so’s your guys know. There’s something going on. Besides the heat is heavy account’a that detective gettin’ shot.”
“Okay, I’ll pass it along. Ain’t nobody been near me smells like a cop, though. Thanks for the tip. Soon as we sell the stuff you’ll get your cut.”
“All right Jimmy, gotta run. I’ll stay in touch.” He quickly sidled out of the tiny restaurant after looking both ways once outside the door.  When the man in the Yankee hat opened the door of the restaurant the lead agent raised his camera with the long-range lens and snapped a few shots until the shadowy figure turned his back and started along Mott Street in the opposite direction.
Jimmy waited until the man left and shuffled to the pay phone on the rear wall. A hand signal from the lead agent told his tech man on the wiretap recorder to activate his equipment.   
Jimmy covered the telephone receiver with his hand. When the line answered, he said: “Listen, our guy wuz just here.” He paused. “Yeah, him, he says the cops may be onto this drug deal. “I ain’t seen nobody looks like a cop, but ya can never tell. Just be careful, ya know?” 
Another pause, Jimmy went on: “Nah, he doesn’t know who the rat is or what he looks like. Says he just heard it around. Yeah, I know, I don’t trust him neither, but he’s a source. Okay, that’s it. Pass it along.”   
 
Reno and Clara had Dante in their office and showed him the grainy photos taken by the agent in the surveillance van. 
“Can’t recognize him,” Dante said. “He’s covering his face with his hand just as the photo is shot. Besides, with the hat and sunglasses, his face is too indistinct, and not turned directly into the camera. From what he said, though, he might be a cop.”
“We can’t ID him either, but we’re thinking he’s definitely a cop,” Reno said. “How else would he know there’s an undercover snooping around?”
“You see what I mean? No matter how much secrecy we employ this thing could leak like a sieve,” Dante reached for the scar on his face, his familiar unconscious gesture..
 “We’d like to wrap this operation up quickly before something bad happens,” Clara said.
“How secure is the Chief of Narcotics?” Dante asked. “He’s annoyed that his unit is being bypassed in this investigation.” 
“We’re not worried about the Chief,” Reno answered. “We seriously doubt he would jeopardize this case.”
Dante shrugged. “If you say so, I guess.”
 
The Rebound team arranged for Dante to possess a kilo of a powdery substance that would simulate cocaine, packaged in a plastic baggy and carried in a brief case. They let word filter back to Slovik’s team under suspicion for the heroin theft from the Property Clerk. Dante would offer the fake narcotics for sale. The team hoped that an undercover detective posing as a dealer would make the purchase while Slovik’s team would move in and treat it at first as a routine buy and bust operation, then confiscate both the drugs and the money. During the exchange if they did arrest Dante, a plan to have DEA agents take him into custody as a Federal fugitive would rescue Dante from having to go through the humiliation of custodial detention. 
Through Detective Penza, Slovik received a tip that the man he knew as Ricardo from the Southwest had a quantity of drugs for sale. The SIU team directed their undercover man to find Dante at the bar on Schermerhorn Street in Brooklyn and set up the putative sale. 
Posing as a drug dealer, the undercover detective’s long hair pulled back in a ponytail, gaunt features and disheveled clothing gave the outward appearance of a street person ready to participate in any criminal enterprise. He spotted Dante sitting at the bar.
“I understand you’ve got product to unload,” he said, taking his place on a barstool next to Dante.
“Yeah, who told you that?” Dante countered. 
“I heard it around, like you’re in from out of town and try’na go into business.”
“And who are you, and how you know so much?” Dante asked.
“Name’s Cotto, Sam Cotto.”
“That supposed to mean somethin’?” Dante rasped, taking another sip of his Scotch. 
“Listen, I got plenty of money ready to put into some stuff. I represent the guys from the Lower East Side.”
 “How do I know you ain’t the heat?” Dante questioned.
“I got my word from Jimmy Bats. I was told to mention the name so’s you don’t think I‘m up to no good.”
“Jimmy Bats, huh? Could’a heard that anywhere.”
“Look, you don’t wanna do business just say so. I can put my money elsewhere,” the man who called himself Cotto snarled.
“Deserted area under the Manhattan Bridge,” Dante instructed. “Bring twelve grand, buy the whole kilo.”
“Twelve grand?” Cotto asked. “Ain’t that a little much for one key?”
“It is what it is,” Dante answered. “I got other business to do. If you’re not interested just say so.”
“Okay, Just tell me when, I’ll be there with the money.”
“Tomorrow, four o’clock, under the Bridge, be on time. And another thing, I see anyone with you, I’m gone, ya get it?”
“Won’t be nobody else, just me. Carryin’ that much dough, I gotta get in and out fast.”
“I’ll be waitin’, see ya tomorrow,” Dante said, finished his drink and left the bar.
The following afternoon Dante, driving the requisitioned impound vehicle wired for sound, met Reno at the Brooklyn pier to pick up the package destined for sale to the undercover. To simulate cocaine, Reno substituted a two-pound plastic envelope of bicarbonate of soda. The plan as outlined meant for the sale to take place, watch Slovik’s team move in for the arrest and anticipate the seizure of the dummy cocaine and an extra quantity of cash secreted in Dante’s car.
 Dante drove to the prearranged location and waited.  Reno, Clara and a tech team of DEA agents stood by at a concealed location nearby close enough to monitor the transmissions from Dante’s bugged automobile but not detectable by Slovik’s back-up team. At five minutes past four o’clock, Cotto, wearing a recording device, drove to the place previously agreed upon under the bridge. The undercover detective slipped into the front seat next to Dante and placed the attaché case with the marked buy money on the seat next to him. 
“It’s all there, count it if you like,” he said.
“I don’t need to count it,” Dante snarled. “You short change me and I come find you.”
“I don’t short change anybody,” Cotto said.
“That’s good, ‘cause it’s bad business practice,” Dante answered.
Dante silently reached behind him to the back seat and handed over his own brief case containing the white powder. Without a word, the undercover accepted the brief case, opened the door and left the car.
When the undercover drove away, Dante made a show of opening the attaché case with the marked buy money, pausing long enough for the back-up team led by Detective Slovik to swoop down with drawn guns and order Dante out of the car.
“Hands on the roof of the car and feet spread apart,” Detective Leone demanded.
Dante complied, but asked over his shoulder: “What’s this all about?”
Andy Zevin snapped: “You just sold a quantity of drugs to a police undercover, you’re under arrest.”
Slovik patted him down and directed Dante to the rear seat of the unmarked police vehicle. Taking him by the back of his shirt collar, Slovik pushed Dante toward the car.  
“Think you’re a smart-ass? You wanna go into business around here?”
“I had something to trade off, I told you that,” Dante murmured.
“We don’t do business with dirt bags, no matter how good your information is.” Slovik jammed Dante, now handcuffed behind his back, into the back seat of the police vehicle narrowly missing hitting his head against the top doorjamb.
Zevin and Leone busied themselves making a thorough search of the car Dante had used to drive to the scene of the transaction. They missed the tiny transmitter concealed in the lining of the roof inside the car, but Zevin emitted a loud whistle when he found the canvas satchel stuffed with money in the trunk. They had already retrieved the marked buy money that belonged to the Department and which they needed as evidence. Slovik slammed and locked the door on Dante and turned to see what Zevin and Leone had found. They exposed the contents of the bag to their team leader who ordered them to reclose it and shove it in the trunk of their car.
With just a cursory glance at the large sum of money, they missed the small and nearly invisible markings which only ultraviolet light could reveal.
“We’ll count it later,” Slovik said.
 Leone got into the back seat with Dante, common practice to prevent the prisoner from doing anything foolish. With Zevin driving Dante’s car, they started for the local precinct to book their prisoner. Handcuffed and sitting cramped in the rear of the unmarked car, Dante felt a quiet sense of relief that gratuitous physical violence committed by the detectives did not accompany his arrest. He also planned to persuade the detectives to field test the white powder while processing him and discover early that the undercover had not bought cocaine, but baking soda. This procedure would spare him pre-arraignment confinement and possible exposure as a confidential informant. He knew that his back-up team from Operation Rebound planned to extricate him from incarceration as soon as possible but the prospect of even a short period sitting in a detention cell gave him a cold shiver of anxiety.
Reno and Clara watched the entire episode through binoculars from a carefully concealed location. The tech team of DEA agents overheard only what took place inside the car driven by Dante. With their radio tuned to the frequency the SIU detectives would use they overheard Slovik call the central dispatcher with the plate number to get the ownership of the vehicle Dante drove. In anticipation of the arresting detectives running the plate through State Motor Vehicles for ownership, they had arranged for a set of dummy plates to avoid having them identify the car as seized evidence. In moments, the dispatcher called back with the false ownership name infiltrated into the DMV records by Detective Reno, which he would later expunge. 
The two vehicles with Dante in custody started back along the road leading away from the area under the bridge toward the local precinct. The surveillance team gave them a few minutes head start and drove to the stationhouse where they would find Dante.
Slovik, Leone and Zevin first informed the desk officer that they had made an arrest for drug sale before bringing their prisoner to the precinct detective squad room on the second floor of the stationhouse. They promised to complete the paper work quickly and voucher the evidence. The lieutenant on the desk would need to find another precinct with a detention cell available. The precinct of arrest had an ancient stationhouse with no cells to confine prisoners.
In his concern that the arresting team would send the simulated cocaine to the lab for testing through department channels, causing days of delay and a certain court arraignment, Dante spoke up.
“How do you know what you have there? Maybe that isn’t what you think it is,” he said indicating the plastic envelope with white powder sitting on a desk.
“Yeah, what else would it be, smart-ass?” Leone asked.
“Why don’t you test it and find out?” Dante challenged.
Slovik, sitting at a typewriter preparing the lengthy paperwork associated with a drug arrest, paused and looked up. “You know what?” he said. “Maybe on top of everything else this guy is a phony and a chiseler. Mickey,” he called to Leone, “run down to car and get my field test kit.”
He tossed the keys to his partner. “Before we go through a lot of work here, let’s see what he just sold. If it turns out to be worthless powder, we’ll just book him for being in possession of the money we found in his trunk. That has to be contraband. A dirt bag like him didn’t come by that legitimately. Maybe he’s on parole from someplace; we’ll charge him with that violation, too.”
Dante sighed with relief that his bluff worked. When Leone returned with the testing kit, Slovik set it up and took a tiny sample from a slit in the envelope. He soon determined the non-presence of narcotics. 
“What is this shit?” he yelled at Dante. 
“I believe you’ll find it’s baking soda,” Dante replied with a slight smile.
A team of DEA agents entered the office where the SIU detectives had Dante in custody.
“Do you have a Ricardo Mendez here?” one of them asked, showing his ID.
“Yeah, we do,” Slovik answered; the sharp edge of hostility evident in his voice.
“What do you have him for?” another agent asked.
“We had him for drug sale but apparently he tried to pull a fast on us and sell us baking soda. We’re gonna book him anyway,” Slovik said. “He’s in possession of a sum of money we’re sure is some sort of criminal proceeds.”
“Mendez is a federal fugitive from New Mexico,” the first agent said. “If you don’t have a legitimate drug sale, we’ll take him with us.”
“You’re welcome to him. He’s been floating around trying to pass himself off as an insider with drug information to trade. He’s just a phony.”
“Where’s the money you mentioned?” the second agent asked.
“Over there,” Slovik said, pointing at Zevin and Leone sitting at a desk counting the currency and recording each serial number by hand, the required department procedure prior to vouchering it as evidence.
“Okay,” the first agent agreed, “You keep on with what you’re doing with the money. We’ll just take knucklehead here with us. Uncle Sam’s been looking for him for a while.”
“We’d like to kick his ass for good measure,” Slovik snarled, “but you can have him as long as he’s not walking away.”
“He won’t walk away,” the second agent said. “He’s headed back to the Southwest.”
 They handcuffed Dante again and led him to the door and the steps leading out of the stationhouse.
 
The agents delivered Dante to the off-site office of the Rebound team and deposited him with Reno and Clara. 
“That was a surprise,” Reno commented. “They did everything by the book, including vouchering the money we planted. The marked buy money went back to the department, plus they vouchered the baking soda as well to justify the arrest and the time they spent.”
“Mighty peculiar,” Clara said. “We thought for sure they would swipe the cash they found and give us a reason to nail them. Maybe get one of them to give up the others.”
Dante exhaled loudly: “We’re back to square one with these guys. Hard to believe they’re legit.”
“Not every detective is bent,” Reno observed. “Just that we thought for certain these guys would walk into the trap.”
“We still have to find that missing heroin,” Clara said. “It looks like somebody sold it to the mob guys. We still have to arrange a buy.”
“Let me get in touch with Jimmy Bats again,” Dante offered. “He seems to imply that whoever has the stuff wants to unload it at a profit.”
 
Another phone call to Patsy’s restaurant arranged a meeting with the aging gangster. Dante arrived and met him at his usual table with the same newspaper and cup of espresso. 
“Have you picked out a place for the sale of these drugs you say are available?” Dante asked, sliding his chair up to the table. 
Jimmy lowered the Il Progresso and glared at Dante. “Can’t ya see I’m busy readin’ here?”
“Time to do business, Jimmy, read the paper later.”
 “Pike Slip, under the highway, you know, the FDR. Tomorrow night, eight o’clock, have a car big enough to carry two hundred pounds. Make sure you got all the dough, no bills larger than hunnerts.”
“Yeah, I got the car and the dough. Who am I meeting?”
“Don’t worry who yer meetin’, just be there. Any funny business and yer fish bait, got it? And don’t bring no muscle either, anybody else wich’ya and the deal’s off.”
Dante knew the location and recognized the difficulty for the police to mount surveillance there. A sudden chill passed through him when he understood the close proximity of the East River to the proposed location of the transfer. He also realised that from where the exchange took place, a short, quick dash in their car would take the sellers onto the entrance ramp to the FDR and away. He could foresee the necessity for a dangerous car chase to apprehend the occupants if they made it to the elevated highway. From the tenor of the instructions that he received from the old mobster Dante surmised that the planned exchange might involve a theft of the money with no drugs changing hands, which would put him in imminent peril. The more he thought about the impending meeting with the presumed sellers of two hundred pounds of stolen narcotics the less he felt disposed to go unarmed. 
Leaving Patsy’s Restaurant Dante again let his preoccupation with the operation intended to buy the contraband distract him from his usual caution. He missed the two men waiting to shadow him. One hid himself in a doorway across the street and another pressed into a recessed storefront some distance down Mott Street along the same side as the restaurant. At a hand signal from the watcher across the way the man further ahead left his place and began a front tail. The second took up his position opposite and behind Dante. Certain now of where Dante lived, they found it easier to follow him and anticipated the subway station he would use and where he would get off.
Dante stopped at the nearest telephone booth and contacted Reno at the office on Chambers Street. The two shadowers paused and secreted themselves to await Dante’s next move. Reno answered on the first ring.
“It’s Ricardo,” Dante began.
“What’s up?” Reno asked.
“You got something for me to carry?” Dante hoped his cryptic inquiry would register with the detective.
“Not yet,” Reno answered.
“Bad idea, me going in without something,” Dane countered. “Besides, time’s getting short.”
“I got your message, Ricardo, gotta hear back from the cousins first.”
 “Way it’s set up by the other guys now, not good prospects for success.”
“Got it and I agree. I’ll try pushing them for an answer.” Reno knew that the team needed to make some critical decisions and that any mistakes could mean losing the undercover, the money and the drugs if they did not exercise extreme caution.
Dante hung up and continued his purposeful walk to the nearest subway station. A sudden flash of recognition struck him when the man ahead again began walking at what seemed a leisurely pace. Dante paused to gather his thoughts. He glanced behind him and then across the street. When the second follower stopped to look into a store front window, Dante became certain he had picked up another tail. Then his recognition of the man in unkempt clothing clicked in. He had seen him before. Unsure of their purpose and rather than lead them to his apartment, Dante walked quickly to the subway entrance and headed for the downtown side. Aware that Dante had recognized the pursuit, the two followers gave up all pretense of stealth and got on the subway in the car next to the one their quarry had boarded. 
The train reached South Ferry, the last stop on the line before reversing its route back north toward the Bronx. Dante rushed from the subway car, hastened to the exit and the street with the two followers several yards behind him. Heading for Battery Park, he looked for a secluded area to confront his pursuers. They stayed a distance behind him until he turned quickly into the men’s room in the park. He snapped off the light, stepped back into the darkened room and pressed against the wall adjacent to the door. He waited. Looking around for a weapon to use, he picked up an old mop with a wooden handle standing in a corner. The two pursuers burst in after him. As they came through the door and lurched past him, Dante let the first one through then swung the mop handle downward on the second man’s head catching him at the base of his skull. The second pursuer staggered forward and slumped to his knees. The first man through the door emitted a startled cry just as Dante, using the end of the handle jabbed him with a vicious thrust in the face. Reeling from the impact and the surprise of the assault, the first attacker made an effort to unholster the automatic pistol on his belt. Dante stepped across the one he had struck on the head and swung at the hand of the man now trying to unholster his pistol.
The gunman gave a short yelp with the sudden pain. Dante, using the mop handle with a backhanded swing, cracked him on the forehead. The gunman crashed backward into a metal .trash can and stumbled into the rear wall of the rest room. The first man dazed from the blow and still on his hands and knees, made an effort to rise. A second hard blow knocked him unconscious but broke the mop handle. Using the sharp end of the broken handle, Dante once again stabbed at the face of the man trying to free his weapon. In an attempt to ward off the broken handle with both hands, the attacker lost his grip on the still holstered gun. Dante dropped his makeshift weapon and launched a kick, catching the man in the mouth. As he turned his face to avoid the blow, Dante pounced and disarmed him, ripping the gun from the holster. Backing away, Dante slipped the pistol into his trouser pocket. Now breathing hard from his few seconds of exertion, he stepped over the man lying prone on the floor, tore open the bathroom door and strode purposefully away toward the subway entrance to take the train uptown. 
 



 
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
Dante took the subway as far as Chambers Street, found a phone booth, called Reno and told him what had occurred in the men’s room at Battery Park. Reno demanded an immediate meeting. A few minutes later, he hurried through the door of the office to find Reno behind his desk. In response to the detective’s loud protest when he related the incident, Dante said: “What was I supposed to do, let them whack me? I believe this isn’t the first time they’ve tailed me. They must have been following me for a while. It seems they picked me up when I left Patsy’s after talking to Jimmy. I have a feeling I’ve seen them before. I was able to dodge them once. They may have tailed me every time I saw Jimmy. You don’t think they’re any kind of law enforcement, do you?”
“No, we would have known about it. And anyway, why would law enforcement be tagging you?” Reno puffed his cheeks and emitted a noisy breath in frustration. “That is unless they’re not legit.” For the first time, Dante observed, Reno express genuine concern. “You realize this may blow everything, Dante. They — whoever they are — could call off the whole deal.”
“Who knows what they intended and who they are,” Dante answered. “Somebody’s suspicious and I’m not sure if they’re ours or theirs,” he paused, “or somebody else. I couldn’t hang around long enough to find out.”
Reno reached for the phone. “I’ll call the 1st Precinct and ask if they had any ambulance calls to Battery Park in the last few hours. How bad did you think you hurt them?”
“I’m not sure. One of them probably has a concussion.”
While Reno spoke on the phone, the thought occurred to Dante that if cops had tailed him, one of them having to report a missing weapon could cause an embarrassing investigation with Dante as the target because of the injuries he inflicted on the two men. Then he reasoned the pistol he confiscated, a .25 automatic, not officially authorized as a weapon and probably what cops called a throwaway. Presumably, if the one who carried it did shoot someone with it, he could simply discard it and disclaim knowledge of any shooting.
Reno had a brief conversation with the desk officer at the 1st Precinct. He looked up, “That’s strange, nothing reported in the way of aided cases. He’s going to call local hospitals and get back to me, but there were no ambulance calls there today. Those two apparently got up and walked away.”
“Maybe they weren’t that badly hurt. One of them for sure has a serious knot on his head and one probably has a split lip.”
“Did you see any weapons,” Reno asked.
Reno did not need to know that he had seized a pistol from one of the gunmen in the men’s room. “Didn’t see any,” he lied. 
Dante let the question of carrying a gun slide for the moment, anticipating a negative reply to his request for permission to carry a firearm. The DEA would likely not allow him to go armed, fearing unpleasant blowback if gunplay erupted while Dante conducted his mission. Given his past adventures, Dante assumed the DEA preferred not to risk awkward publicity if their confidential informant shot someone. “It’s my ass on the line, though,” he mused, “but time enough to make up a story if something goes pear-shaped while I’m trying to buy the drugs.”
On the way back to his apartment in the brownstone, Dante exercised extra caution but observed nothing out of place. The more he reflected on what had happened and piecing that together with other facts, the more he began to believe that people had become involved besides the players he already knew about. 
 
A sirloin sizzling in the oven on the broil setting with some frozen French fries warming alongside would help assuage the appetite he had worked up after his exertions. A Glenlivet over ice while the food cooked did much to calm his nerves. The small notebook he had often used during investigations now served as a place to begin compiling what he had learned so far and keep track of the buy operations he had set in motion. Sitting at his kitchen table, he reflected on the outcome of the dummy arrest that Slovik and his team had conducted believing that Dante in fact had possession of contraband drugs to sell. The way that they had dealt with the money seized from his vehicle as required by regulations — counting, inventorying and vouchering the currency — became a note in his book. Perhaps they had exercised caution because they knew IAD still focused attention on them for the stolen narcotics and Beamon’s murder. Yet vague doubts niggled at the back of his mind. Something doesn’t add up, something’s not right with this picture.
The next time he encountered Slovik or someone from his team he would need a ready explanation for why he remained out of custody after his apparent arrest by DEA agents. He could say that the Marshal’s Service held his parole warrant in abeyance pending the outcome of another sale he had offered to set up for the Drug Enforcement people. A complicated story and one not easily verified by Narcotics detectives, but enough to stall off questions until he completed his original mission and recovered the contraband stolen from the Property Clerk’s Office. After finishing his meal, Dante went out to find a phone booth. A brief pause at the doorway allowed him to check for watchers. Seeing none, he found a public phone and called his contact number. Clara answered the phone. 
“Office,” she snapped.
“Where do I pick up the funds?” Dante asked.
“Tonight, meet me at the Red Hook pier, eight o’clock.”
“I’ll be there,” Dante said, his acknowledgment barely spoken before she terminated the conversation.
“She’s got her tight panties on again,” he murmured, now accustomed to her terse manner on the phone. “There’s something eating at her, has been since I first met her. It’s none of my business, though, as long as it doesn’t interfere with the operation.”
With a car obtained from the Police Impound yard with his continuing written authorization, he started for Brooklyn and the meeting on the pier. Arriving first and parking in the shadows, Dante waited. Exactly on time, Clara pulled onto the deserted wharf and stopped. Dante quickly switched cars, sliding into the front seat next to the detective. She jerked a thumb over her shoulder indicating he should look in the back seat. A heavy valise sat there which Dante hefted across to his vehicle and deposited it in the trunk. He climbed back in with Clara.
“We got word,” she began, “that two detectives from SIU have called in sick. I think you put two of our own out of commission. One has a concussion and a head abrasion, the other has a broken finger. These injuries seem to square with what you say happened in that men’s room.”
“How was I supposed to know…?”
“Nobody’s blaming you,” she said. “They weren’t on any assignment in connection with this operation. That leads us to believe they were up to no good. What exactly that might be, we don’t know. Funny thing is — nobody at Narcotics is raising questions about how they got those injuries.”
“They tailed me once before, I’m pretty sure. They may know where I’m staying now. I don’t think they picked me up after meeting with you or Reno. They seemed to know when I went to Patsy’s to talk to Jimmy Bats, though.
“We can’t dig too deeply into what they are doing. We don’t want to jeopardize the secrecy of Rebound. By the way, are you sure you want to go through with this buy? If the sellers are suspicious…”
“I’m willing to take the chance, but will I have back-up?” 
“The plan is for you to pick me up in your car and make the meet. If they ask, just say you have a heavy date and I tagged along. I’ll draw less suspicion than having a male detective with you.”
“That’s a bad spot, down there on Pike Slip, under the highway, too easy for something to go wrong.”
  “Just make the exchange. I’ll have a walkie-talkie. We’ll have people observing from a distance. When I make the transfer I’ll send a signal and the back-up team can close off all the escape routes. Triggering a show-down right there would endanger you and everybody else. We’d rather not have shoot-out and draw media attention to this operation.”
Dante remembered the gun he had confiscated from whoever had tried to ambush him in the Battery Park men’s room. The idea ran through his head: “I’ll be damned if I’ll let myself get shot over this nonsense. If Clara’s going to be there, I’m not letting anything happen to her either; to hell with the consequences afterward.”
Clara continued her instructions: “Whoever shows up and takes the money will be tracked until they’re away from the site before they’re stopped. That will also preserve your identity.”
“I hate to leave this car anywhere now with that valise in it,” Dante said, expressing concern about safeguarding the money until he needed it for the proposed buy. 
“No don’t leave it anywhere,” she said, showing signs of impatience, “bring it back to the impound yard and pick it up again tomorrow. It’ll be under lock and key there. We’ll leave special instructions to keep a close eye on it. We’ll tell them it’s crucial evidence.” Clara passed him a written order signed by her commanding officer authorizing Dante to pick up the car. “This will avoid delays if the Impound yard wants to verify your permission to drive it away.”
Dante caught her annoyance and attributed it to her innate snappishness. Did she use that mannerism as a defense mechanism or a sign of her unwillingness to let her guard down? Dante sensed that she concealed something she would not reveal to a casual acquaintance or a work colleague, something that weighed on her personally. Dante decided not to prolong the conversation. “It’s past my bed time,” he said. “I’d better get going. I have a long day tomorrow.”
Clara reached over to touch his hand and allowed a wistful smile to play across her lips. Dante grasped her fingers in a quick gesture, smiled in return and opened the door.
“I’m an awful crab,” she said.
“You’re entitled,” he replied. “See you tomorrow,” he whispered, slipped out of the car and closed the door without slamming it.
In the morning, Dante took the subway uptown a few stops to check for a tail. Seeing none, he crossed over to the downtown side and rode to the City Hall station, then walked east to Pike Slip near the river. The locale selected as the site for the exchange of drugs for money had an ominous feel. Under the elevated FDR Drive and hemmed in by the East River on one side and the on-ramps to the highway on the other, it made him suspicious of the intentions of whoever meant to sell the stolen shipment. The more he thought, the more he believed that the people on the other side of the deal meant him harm and never intended to complete the transaction.
Strolling at a leisurely pace he headed for the narrow streets of Chinatown with its teeming pedestrian traffic mingled with the automobiles attempting to navigate the thoroughfares never meant for use by so much congestion. A tiny noodle shop on Mott Street, its atmosphere redolent with the odors of exotic spices and cooked food, appealed to him as a place to stop for lunch. Next at a near-by gun shop on Prince Street he completed a purchase of an ankle holster to fit a .25 caliber automatic. From a phone booth he called Patsy’s and asked for Jimmy.
Jimmy took the phone and croaked: “Who is dis?”
“It’s Ricardo, just calling to see everything’s ready for tomorrow night.”
“Whaddya callin’ on the phone for, ain’t you got better sense?”
“Is there something bothering you, Jimmy? I’ve called before, you never had a beef.”
“I don’t talk business onna phone. Just be where you’re suppose’ta be, that’s all.” An abrupt hang-up ended the call.
That brief conversation told Dante that Jimmy and his backers had their guard up, which only intensified Dante’s belief that the other side of the transaction meant no good.
 
Dante got back to his apartment without further incident, poured himself a drink, saw the bottle nearly empty and made a mental note to refresh his supplies. With his shoes kicked off and lounged back in a recliner, he flicked on the television. Within moments the buzzer for the exterior door sounded. Apart from his back-up team, who could possibly know where he lived? He answered the intercom: “Who’s there?”
A familiar voice with a harsh edge responded: “This is Detective Slovik. Open the door.”
Dante hesitated, “Whaddya want, detective?”
“We need to talk, Ricardo, or whatever your name is. Hit the buzzer and let me up.”
“Who else is with you?” Dante asked, stalling to think.
“I’m alone and I need to speak to you. It’s official police business.”
Dante disbelieved the official business part but his curiosity overcame his inherent prudence. The button on the intercom buzzed the outer door open. Stepping once again into his shoes, he went into the bedroom where he had stashed the gun and slipped it into his pocket.
Moments later the doorbell to his apartment chimed. With one hand on the gun butt in his pocket, he opened the door. “C’mon in,” he said, while glancing quickly behind the detective to check for others he might have brought along. Seeing none, he stepped aside and motioned Slovik into the sitting room. Snapping off the television, he asked: “How can I help you, Detective? Your name is Slovik. Martin Slovik, if I’m not mistaken.”
“You can start by answering a few questions for me,” Slovik growled.
“First tell me how you found me.”
“I’m a detective, remember? That’s what I do, I find people.”
“Would you like a drink? I was just having one myself.”
“No thanks, this isn’t a social call.”
“Have a seat,” Dante gestured to a chair nearby.
 Dante eased himself into the recliner and faced the hostile detective.
Slovik sat on the edge of an armchair and fixed his eyes on Dante, who relinquished his hold on the weapon in his pocket.
“So what are your questions? Dante asked.
“First I want to know who you are and what you’re up to.” Slovik rasped, pointing an accusatory finger at Dante. “You tried to set us up with a load of phony junk, and there was that money in the trunk of the car, which I suppose we were meant to find and keep for ourselves. Then the DEA enters the picture with a bogus story about a federal warrant. I checked, there is no Federal warrant in the system for a Ricardo Mendez.
“Well,” Slovik said, “I’m waiting.”
“I can’t discuss any of that, Marty. Can I call you Marty?”
“Don’t give me that ‘Marty’ crap. Are you some kind of a stool pigeon for the Feds?” Slovik snapped.
“You wasted your time coming here, Marty. There’s nothing I have to say to you.”
“You apparently have a rap sheet from New Mexico. That much we verified, but it all could be phonied up. What’s your game and why did you target my team?”
“Look, I said there’s nothing for us to discuss, perhaps another time, but not now.”
“Just the way you’ve clammed up tells me something,” Slovik snarled. “You’re up to no good far as me and my team is concerned. How did those DEA yokels find you so fast after we arrested you? What are you doing here, anyway? Did you expect I was going to try to justify a dummy collar?” 
Dante sighed to feign an unwillingness to make an admission about an attempt at a swindle.
“If you must know, it was meant to be a rip off; I just never expected to be arrested so soon. Usually you wait to make a second buy, correct? I would have had the buy money by then and could have just run. I didn’t count on getting collared that quickly. Far as the DEA, I had no idea they were tracking me; just a series of bad coincidences.”
“There are no coincidences in this game,” Slovik said with an air of menace. “If you are a dealer, the next time you cross my path you’ll have a serious problem. Am I getting through to you? And if you’re not a dealer but something else, you’re chasing the wrong dog, you get me?”
“Was that the purpose of your visit, Detective, to warn me?”
“Just bear in mind what I said, stay out of my way and stay away from my team. Is that clear?”
The two men’s eyes met. Dante returned Slovik’s glower with an even stare of his own.
“You’re message has been delivered, Marty. Too bad we can’t do business. Remember I offered…”
“And I told you I don’t do deals with dirt bag drug pushers. Stay out of my way, Ricardo, or whoever you are.” He rose to leave. “I’ll see myself out.”
Slovik left, slamming the door behind him. Waiting for the irate detective to get far enough away, Dante made a decision to find a nearby phone booth and call his team immediately. Before he left the house he checked the block carefully to assure himself that watchers no longer monitored his residence. Dante walked the block to the nearest pay phone and placed his call. Clara answered with her usual terse response, “Office.”
Dante knew to keep his message brief and cryptic: “We have to abort, I’ll explain in the morning.” Opening the door to the booth, he checked his surroundings once again and walked back home. 
 



 
 
Chapter Fourteen
 
The following morning, Reno arrived at Dante’s building, took the stone steps to the front door two at a time and pressed the outside doorbell. After verifying his identity, Dante admitted the detective.
“What’s going on?” Reno demanded without preamble.
Dante busied himself in the kitchen. “Want a cup of coffee?” he offered.
“Yeah, I will have a cup.” While Dante poured the coffee, Reno took a seat at the kitchen table.  “So what happened?”
“I had a visitor late last night.”
“Who’s that?”
Dante stirred his beverage absently, then looked up. “Detective Slovik, with a serious mad on.”
“What did he have to complain about?” Reno asked with an ironic edge to his voice.
“He resented being set up with that fake drug sale and trying to bait him and his partners into stealing the money. He warned me away from him and his team.”
“Well, he didn’t fall for the sting, no harm, no foul, Reno added.”
“I asked him how he found me, he stayed vague about that but I have an uneasy feeling about the proposed buy of the stolen drugs we arranged.”
“What’s your gut tell you?”
“It’s maybe nothing but we’d better have more information about who the players are in all this. I don’t know who’s telling what to whom. If we’re not careful this could all go sideways,” 
Reno took a tentative sip of the hot coffee. “You think there’s a leak somewhere?”
“There has to be,” Dante said. “If some of these cops are in with the bad guys anything could happen.”
“Does Slovik think you’re a plant?”
“He’s not sure. He said if I’m a dealer, the next time he comes across me there’ll be consequences. He didn’t say what that meant. If I’m not a dealer but something else — he literally snarled these words — bad things would happen anyway.”
Reno shrugged, “Sound’s like macho cop talk, but if he’s on the wrong side — well — we saw what happened to Willy Beamon.”
“This thing could blow up in our faces, Reno. People could get hurt that shouldn’t, and not only me.”
“You mean like Clara?”
“Yeah, like you, Clara, or whoever would be my back-up. I don’t like this whole deal. Something smells.”     
Reno thought for a moment. “Let me run this past my boss. For now just contact Jimmy Bats. Tell him you have to postpone the buy, that you’re having trouble getting all the money together. Meanwhile, we’ll send someone to the auto pound and retrieve the money before that evaporates, too.”
“Any word on those two jerks that tried to jump me in that men’s room? If they weren’t cops, it’s an odd coincidence that two SIU detectives went sick with just those injuries.”
“No,” Reno answered. “We don’t want to press that issue too hard. Making an official investigation might tip our hand and give away that you’re on our side. I’m only glad you’re not the one got hurt.”
“How much of what we’re doing gets relayed to Narcotics?” Dante asked.
“Just the Chief gets read in. They are, after all, his boys we’re looking at.”
Dante let his eyes drift away for a moment, tracing his finger across the scar on his cheekbone. His innate caution caused him to review some of the things that had happened which had now aroused his suspicion. He opted to keep his own counsel. 
Reno looked at him with a quizzical expression, “Something on your mind?”
Dante snapped back to the present, “What? Oh, I just had a random thought; nothing important.”
Reno started for the door. “Gotta get moving, I’ve got other cases need looking after. Keep in touch. Let me know how you do with Jimmy Bats.”
“Yeah sure, I’ll be in touch,” Dante murmured as he closed the door after seeing Reno out.
Now alone, waves of doubt and anguish flooded through him. Regret and self-accusation about the foolish conduct that caused his disgrace had begun to torment him, not only in his nightmare dreams, but also during his waking hours. Questions plagued him about whether he wanted to continue with the path that he had chosen to reestablish his status with the DEA. Guilt gnawed at his gut about the frequent bouts of drinking that he used to ward off the pangs of turmoil roiling his insides. That habit had begun to scare him. The vision of a personal collapse, a crash without warning if he allowed himself to become a slave to his bottle of Glenlivet began to haunt his waking moments. A sense of desperation gripped him. Living alone with the constant pressure of playing the dangerous game that the Agency had thrust upon him wore on his already fragile mental state. Something had to change. He visualized the edge of the precipice yawning before him. The emptiness and hollowness of his life had begun to weigh heavily on his consciousness. The uncertainty over what could fill the gaping void threatened to engulf him, while he tried to force himself to shake off the self-pity. 
A shower and a second cup of coffee revived him enough to redirect his attention to the immediate task of completing the investigation into recovering the stolen drugs. With his pocket notebook retrieved from its hiding place, he reread what he had already written. Sipping his coffee, he pondered what had gone before. Then taking pen in hand, the events of the previous day and the visit from Slovik became the newest memoranda in his mini-journal. When he completed his entry and with the notebook stashed in the back of the bedroom closet, he slipped on a clean pair of chino slacks and a newly purchased cotton summer shirt. Finally, he strapped on the ankle holster holding the .25 automatic he had confiscated from the attackers in the men’s room. 
Once again reconnoitering the street outside his apartment before he set out, he walked to a phone booth two blocks in the opposite direction from the one he previously used, placed a call to Patsy’s Restaurant and asked for Jimmy.
“Jimmy don’t get here ‘til afternoon. Wanna leave a message?” the manager said.
“Nah, I call back later,” Dante answered and hung up.
 The downtown express took him to Chambers Street and the office of the small unit headed by Detective Reno assembled to unravel the conspiracy behind the loss of the million-dollar heroin evidence. Since Reno had gone out to respond to a call concerning another investigation and Clara had a day off, he asked the technician on duty to replay some of the taped intercepts from Patsy’s Restaurant, the Café Madrid, and Frank’s candy store on Jamaica Avenue.
 A voice from the bugs planted in Patsy’s Restaurant to monitor the conversations visitors had with Jimmy Bats and from the taped telephone calls to and from the restaurant pay phone caught his attention. Dante couldn’t place it immediately. He asked to see the file of surveillance photos taken during the investigation; none of the faces seemed to strike a chord with him either. One fact did register: none of the voices he heard or photographs he saw belonged to Detective Slovik. Using office notepaper he scribbled a few notes of some of the more significant things he wanted to remember, slid the paper into his pocket, thanked the tech and left.  
The weather became overcast and drizzly during the few block’s walk to Mott Street and Patsy’s. The battered white surveillance van remained on station, now a seeming permanent fixture on the street down the block and across from the small restaurant. Jimmy occupied his usual table seated back against the wall. His customary cup of espresso and Italian language newspaper set before him. Dante approached without ceremony. Jimmy looked up. “Whadd’ya callin’ me here for?” he rasped, still rankled about the earlier phone call.
Dante answered, “Try’na tip you off. I ain’t got the dough together; can’t make the buy tonight.” 
“Listen, ya better not be playin’ games here, ya get me?”
Dante made a quick decision. He needed to provoke a reaction from the people allegedly trying to unload the one hundred kilos of hot drugs. Reaching across the table, he tore the newspaper from Jimmy’s hand and tossed it aside. “You don’t threaten me, understand?” Leaning forward he seized a handful of the aging gangster’s shirt and slammed him against the wall behind his chair. The shaking table sloshed some of the espresso into the saucer. 
“Get’cha hands off’a me,” Jimmy yelled.
Dante tightened his clenched fist, “I ain’t playin’ games here, either. You tell your principals when I get the dough together I’ll be in touch. Meantime, you show me some respect.”
He loosened his grip on the shirt. Jimmy wheezed, “Ya gonna pay for that, nobody puts hands on me and gets away with it.”
Dante gave the table an extra shove, spilling the rest of the coffee. “Just remember what I said, when I get the dough I’ll be in touch. You wanna send somebody send ‘em. They’d better be good.”
He stood abruptly, knocking his chair over. The elderly manager had started from behind the counter when the violence began. Dante turned to him and said: “Don’t bother old man, I was just leaving.” 
 
The tech crew in the van captured the episode in the restaurant between Dante and the aged gangster. The supervisor readied the camera and began snapping photos of Dante when he left the eatery. When Dante walked away, the supervisor made notes in his logbook and wrote himself a memo to call the squad office when his crew completed their tour to alert those in charge in case they didn’t get a chance to read the log entry immediately.  
Aware that the techs in the surveillance van had recorded his actions, Dante set out for a phone booth to call Reno’s office on his secure line. The DEA technician on duty answered. Dante left a message that he’d incited a confrontation with Jimmy Bats and would call again in the morning with more details. 
An uptown subway took him to the vicinity of his residence, but instead of entering the brownstone building right away, Dante stationed himself in a recessed doorway down the block from his house and waited. Soon, a black 1973 Chevy sedan with three men pulled into the street and parked on the restricted alternate side. Two of the occupants exited, the driver remained at the wheel, prepared for quick movement of the car to avoid a summons in the event of the arrival of parking enforcement. The two men from the black Chevy ran up the steps to his building and pressed the buzzer. Instinct told Dante they had all the indicia of a professional hit team. The two men tried several times, but receiving no response walked across the street to an apartment house doorway anticipating Dante’s return. He slipped from his own vantage point and strode rapidly to the passenger side door of the Chevrolet. The driver sat with the engine idling, his attention focused on where his two confederates now stood vigil. All in one motion Dante yanked open the car door, slid into the passenger’s seat and pressed the barrel of the .25 automatic to the driver’s temple. “Open your door and step out, sucker, or I pull the trigger.”
The driver looked at Dante and began to speak. “Wha…?”
“Not a word, ya hear me? Just open the door and get out. Two seconds and I shoot.”
The driver said: “You’re dead, you know that?” Then opened the door and stepped out. Dante slid across the front seat, put the car in gear and drove away, narrowly missing the driver now standing alongside watching him. The now displaced wheelman reached for his holstered weapon but chose not to draw it unwilling to risk drawing attention to their clandestine errand. When the Chevy passed the two men waiting in the doorway, they ran out into the street to see it go by then looked back to find the former driver standing in frustration as his car sped to the corner and turned against the light.
Fortunate that he did not cause an accident when he ran the red light, Dante drove south toward Chambers Street. Before he reached Union Square, he ditched the car in an illegal parking space and headed for the subway. Before he came to the subway kiosk he spotted a taxicab with its roof light unlit, indicating availability. He hailed it and asked the driver to find him a cheap rooming house somewhere on the West Side. 
“I know just the place, Mack,” he said with a knowing wink. “They can get ya girls, if ya want. They’re usually not too hot looking but they don’t charge much.” He glanced back at his passenger with a lascivious leer. 
“Yeah, that’s great,” Dante said, settling back into the seat. “Just drop me off there.” Arriving at the cabbie’s recommended destination on West 10th Street, a shabby brick front building, Dante gave the driver a ten-dollar bill for the short ride, ignoring the amount on the meter. 
“Thanks Mack,” the cabbie said. “Enjoy yourself.”
At the glass-enclosed registration desk he paid for one night, took the key then left to find a coffee shop on Tenth Avenue where he calmed his hunger pangs with a greasy omelet, bacon, fries, toast and coffee. Next, he walked a few blocks along Tenth until he came across a small haberdashery. Buying a change of underwear, socks and slacks, he walked slowly back to the rooming house, locked his door and snapped on the small TV on the dresser. In for the night, an intense need for a drink began to vie for his attention. He waited to let it pass. Then exhausted from a hectic day, he fell asleep without undressing. 
In the morning, a shower and a change of clothes began to restore him. At a corner phone booth, he called the squad office. Clara answered with her customary terse one word greeting: “Office.”
“I’ll be there in a few minutes, just to let you know to expect me,” Dante said and hung up.
The few subway stops to Chambers Street took him to the building with the nondescript office. Clara sat alone at a desk typing a report.
“What have you been up to?” she asked with a hard edge to her voice when she buzzed him through the door, her displeasure evident from the tone of her voice.
“We’ve got to stop playing this operation as if it were a straightforward sting. Whoever’s involved isn’t going to fall for a buy and bust. There’s more to this.”
She rose from behind the desk and stepped forward. “First, are you all right?” Clara alluded to the fracas in the men’s room that Dante had reported.
“Yeah, I’m okay. I got them before they got me. I don’t think they’re mobsters.”
“Who then?” she asked.
“They — whoever they are — have been tailing me. They know where I live. Somehow they found me quicker than the bad guys would. Your people have a bigger problem than they first thought.”
Clara walked to the coffee maker with a full pot warming. “Coffee’s just made, want a cup?”
“Just had one, but yeah, on second thought, I will have a cup.”
Clara handed Dante the coffee and took her cup back to the desk. Dante pulled up a chair and rested his hot coffee on the edge of the desk. She picked up a pad of yellow-lined notepaper and with practiced investigative technique said: “Start from the beginning. Tell me everything that happened, don’t leave out any details.”
Dante recited the entire episode, starting with the incident in the men’s room, the visit from Slovik, his confrontation with Jimmy Bats and the arrival of the three men in the block where he lived. While he related the part about his escape from whoever had come to look for him at home, and how he managed that, he omitted mention of the gun he had seized at Battery Park and used to hijack the car the trackers came in.
Clara wrote while he talked, then looked up at him cocking a quizzical eyebrow. “You drove away with a car with a driver still inside. How did you manage that?”
Dante glanced away from her inquisitive stare. “He wasn’t still inside when I drove away. I just bluffed him into getting out first, that’s all.” He fought to keep a grin from creasing his face.
“You haven’t gone rogue on us have you?” Clara demanded.
“I wouldn’t be here telling you this if I’d slipped the leash, would I?”
“So what did you hope to gain by pushing the old mobster around?”
“Maybe I can provoke whoever it is running this caper into making a mistake,” Dante said. He paused to sip his coffee, waited for the detective to scribble a few more notations on her pad. 
“There’s risk in pushing too hard,” Clara observed, setting her pen down to watch the expression on Dante’s face. She had a gift for reading faces during interrogations. Experience told her that perhaps Dante had held something back in his recitation of events. 
Dante met her gaze evenly. “I have an advantage over an official member of law enforcement. The worst that can happen, the DEA won’t reinstate me. I’m beginning to have doubts about the wisdom of that outcome.”
Clara clasped her hands under her chin, looked at him with a questioning expression, “You’d give up a chance to be an agent again? What would you do instead?”
“Look, I don’t know. I’ll run out the string on this case and see where it leads. If I do well, I’ll make a decision. If not, someone will make the decision for me. Either way…” he let his voice trail off and averted his eyes to stare at a citation on the wall above her desk. “That’s a high decoration isn’t it?”
“Oh that, that’s how I got the gold shield. I was in Narcotics trying to make an undercover buy and the mutt pulled a gun. I think he was gonna rip me off for the money — or worse. I shot him through my jacket pocket. Ruined a good jacket, too,” she added with a rueful grin.
“I gotta hand it to you, Detective, you got moxie. I didn’t realize you had done undercover work. Not fun, huh?”
“No, fortunately it didn’t last long. It was only my second or third buy. Let’s get back to what you think you’re doing making waves with the bad guys.”
“Someone knows where I live and came looking for me. I don’t have a great deal of optimism about actually buying the drugs. I just have a bad feeling…”
  Clara thought for a moment. “There’s a good chance that the guys that chased you into that men’s room were detectives. That would mean…” she paused, “I guess you’re right, something smells. Do you think they were from Slovik’s crew?” 
“Somehow I doubt it,” Dante answered. “Considering the visit I got from Detective Slovik and the questions he asked, my gut tells me there might be another team involved.”
Clara finished her coffee and stood up. “That’s not good news. There may be more SIU detectives hip deep in the drug trade than we first thought.”
“Knowing everything I’ve seen and done in the past, that wouldn’t surprise me. But then I’m no one to talk, as you know,” Dante said, and stood up to finish his coffee. Based on his tendency to expect impatience from people who knew about his past he interpreted Clara’s movement from behind the desk as a signal of dismissal. “I guess I’ll be going then,” he murmured. 
Instead, Clara glanced at her watch and asked, “What are you doing for lunch?”
“Lunch?” he said, trying to keep the anticipation from his voice. “I hadn’t thought about it. Are you going out of the office to eat?” 
Clara smiled at his uncertainty. “C’mon, I know just the place. I’ll tell the tech man we’re going out for a little while. He can take messages while we’re gone.”
After informing the agent who busied himself transcribing the tapes from the case surveillances of their lunch plans, she asked him if he wanted them to bring anything back for him. He replied in the negative. Clara turned to reach for doorknob. Dante, two steps behind her, struggled to suppress a smile of his own.
 



 
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
They found a booth in a little sandwich shop on Worth Street, a few blocks from the office. After ordering lunch, Clara made an observation: “You can’t go back to your apartment now that the people who came looking for you, know where you live. Where will you stay now?”
“I found a smelly room in a seedy rooming house on West Tenth.” Dante managed a half-hearted grin. “I shouldn’t exaggerate, it’ll do for now. I would like to go back to my place and get some of my things, though.”
Clara saw an opening for a wry comment. “It’s not like you need a razor,” she said motioning to her own chin to indicate his beard.
Dante joined in the spirit of the moment. He smiled: “Maybe my beard does need trimming and I could use deodorant and a comb and brush,” as he scratched at his growth of dark facial hair.
“You gonna wear the same underwear every day?” Clara asked with a mischievous wink.  
 Dante began to feel more relaxed in her company. This playful banter had helped bleed off the tension that clutched at him whenever he had to speak to her. He tried not to read too much into her invitation to lunch, although they had shared a meal on more than one occasion.
“Actually, I’d like to get some changes of clothes as well. Can’t keep buying stuff every time I need something new to wear,” he agreed.
“We’ll have to arrange to do that, but you can’t go back there alone, too risky. We’ll meet with Reno tomorrow and plan a way to work that out. He has a day off today.”
“Meantime,” Dante began, changing the subject back to the business of the investigation, “I’m thinking about going back to that bar on Schermerhorn to see if I can run into some of the SIU guys that hang out there. Someone may let something slip. Remember they don’t know I’m an official informant. They still think I’m a dealer from out of town.”
“Slovik is suspicious of you, remember.”
“Let him wonder, he may say or do something to tip his hand. My belief is that there is more to this than Slovik’s team.”
 “I doubt Slovik’s gonna talk to you now,” Clara observed. “Whatever he thinks, he’ll instinctively pull away from contact with you.”
“I expect that he will. Maybe that detective stool pigeon Penza will have heard something. He’s got an ear to the ground for IAD.”
“Personally, I don’t have a great deal of faith in people like him, too ready to play both ends against each other.”
“Can’t hurt to keep my hand in the game, see what happens.”
“Careful you don’t get it chopped off,” Clara snorted. 
Hearing her words, Dante ran his index finger over the scar on his cheekbone. 
“Incidentally, you’ll have to contact the office more frequently until we find another way to get messages to you,” Clara added.                                  
Sliding his chair back from the table, he said; “Not to worry, I’ll stay alert. By the way, I’ll get lunch today.” He signaled the waiter for the check. 
  “Thank you, Dante — Ricardo — whichever you prefer. No more Dutch treat?” she grinned. 
“For now, let me play the manly role,” he said, handing the waiter the money.
 
Dante made his way to O’Malley’s bar. There he hoped to find the SIU men congregated for their usual self-styled “happy hour”. When he entered, he found Detective Penza sitting by himself at the bar with a half-empty glass of beer in front of him. 
“Ricardo, como esta?” Penza chirped with faux cheerfulness when Dante approached.
“I’m all right,” Dante replied, his taciturn expression masking his irritation at having to deal with this informant and his fatuous mannerisms.
“I heard Slovik’s crew tried to bust you for a sale and the Feds came to your rescue.”
“Something like that,” Dante grunted, with a laconic sound to his voice.
“You have an outstanding Federal warrant, that true? Surprised they cut you loose so soon.”
“Warrant was out of date, should have been expunged from the system. Stuff like that happens sometimes,” Dante snapped to end the line of questioning.
Penza changed the subject. “Slovik and his pals vouchered the money they found in your car — huh — that was a surprise.”
“Yeah, was it?” Dante countered with an attitude intentionally bordering on hostility.
Dante ordered a Scotch over ice and turned to glare at the detective turned by Internal Affairs to betray his brother officers.
Penza, nonplussed at Dante’s snappishness, sputtered: “Hey, the word I had was those guys would swipe a hot stove without asbestos gloves. That’s why I’m so surprised they didn’t pocket the dough.” 
“Apparently they had a reason.” Dante turned to Penza. “Your bad information could’a got me into a tough jam.”
“But those DEA guys got you out of it didn’t they?”
“Yeah, and now I’ve made an enemy of Slovik and those guys. How does he know where I live, anyway?”
“Beat’s me, Ricardo. Why do you ask? Did they come to your house?” 
Dante thought he detected a hint of deceit in Penza’s eyes as he asked the question. How did Penza know Slovik had paid him a visit?
“Who put a tail on me?” Dante asked with sudden venom, trying to disconcert the detective still further.
 “How would I know?” Penza growled, now defensive. “Don’t try to put nothin’ on me. I just do what IAD tells me. I told ya, they got me by the short hairs.”
Dante kept his grimace in place. “I’m being tailed. Somebody’s up to something and I got a feeling it has to do with the SIU.”
“Listen pal I don’t know nothin’ about a tail or where you’re supposed to live. If Slovik found you, he did it on his own. Whaddya try’na blame me for?”
Dante returned to his drink. “Just askin’, that’s all.” He guessed Penza’s defensive behavior covered some involvement he needed to keep secret.
“Besides,” Penza added with venom of his own, “all you are is a sneaky drug dealer with a rap sheet. You got a nerve dumpin’ on me. You’re just try’na muscle in around here, set up your own sweet deal, if Slovik wants to kick your ass, good for him.”
Dante took inward satisfaction that his cover remained in place with the detective. He hoped Slovik and the other members of SIU still believed in his pose as a fugitive criminal. Looking at Penza’s reflection in the mirror behind the bar Dante ventured a gambit, “I guess from now on I’ll keep my tips about drug shipments to myself, if all I’m gonna get from you guys is grief.”
Emboldened now, Penza voiced more hostility: “Go crawl back inna hole you came out of, Ricardo. Don’t blame me if your scam didn’t work.” He slid off his stool and picked up his change from the bar. “I got better places to be,” he said over his shoulder as he left.
Penza passed Slovik, Mickey Leone and Andy Zevin coming into the bar as he departed. They barely acknowledged one another. Dante remained in place staring fixedly ahead. Slovik and his team walked past and ignored him. They took seats at a table and signaled the bartender to bring them a pitcher of beer and glasses. While he finished his drink, Dante formulated a recommendation for Reno and Clara when next they met. He left the bar and began the long subway ride back to his rooming house on West Tenth Street. Tomorrow he would need to return to the brownstone and retrieve some of his belongings.  
 
After the noisy confrontation between Dante and Jimmy Bats, Reno and Clara decided to pull the eavesdrop device and end the photo surveillance on Patsy’s. The unit could find better uses for the agents and technical people assigned to the van now that the planned buy no longer seemed viable. When Dante checked in with the office by phone in the morning Reno gave him an abrupt directive to report immediately. Dante knew Reno had found out from Clara about his treatment of the aging mobster and he anticipated an unpleasant confrontation when he got there. 
Reno launched into him as soon as he arrived. “What kind of a stunt was that to pull? You’ve all but screwed the contact you had with someone who could set up the buy.”
Clara sat close by with a deadpan expression. Dante glanced quickly in her direction.
“Don’t get your knickers in a knot, Detective,” Dante snarled. “Somebody’s on to me. Someone’s followed on more than one occasion and just had to fight my way out of a trap. Then Slovik came to my house wanting to know what I’m up to. He’s suspicious about the dummy arrest and the potential sting we set for him and his team. I thought I should stir the pot a little with the old gangster.”
“We’re back to square one on this, you know.” Reno cast a hostile eye in Dante’s direction. “Have you gone off the reservation again? Has it occurred to you that what you did amounts to assault on police officers?”
Dante let his anger show: “First, leave my past in the past. I’m the one out there with my ass on the line. There’s something very wrong going on. I’m trying to smoke out whoever is behind it. Secondly, if they are cops they don’t dare come forward and risk exposing themselves.”
Finally Clara spoke up. “He’s right, Reno. There’s more to this…”
Reno interrupted her: “We make those kinds of decisions, not him,” pointing with an accusatory finger at Dante.
Dante, still on the defensive answered: “You people brought me into this and I’ve been at this game a long time before that. Don’t throw back in my face what happened in my life before and don’t hold my future over my head.”
Reno began to speak: “Nobody said anything about your future…”
“Let me finish,” Dante rasped. “I’m about ten seconds from saying I don’t give a rat’s ass about what happens to me after this. Your department has a big problem that goes beyond even stealing 100 kilos of heroin. There’s a couple of things should be done right away.” Ticking them off on his fingers, he counted: “You should put a tail on Penza. Next, reinstate the surveillance on Slovik’s team. Right now those are your prime suspects.”
Reno interrupted: “Why Penza? He’s a department stool pigeon.”
“That doesn’t exclude him from being connected to the Mafia. Your people caught him wrong once. What makes you think he isn’t still bad? I’ve got an uncomfortable feeling about him, that’s all.”
 Clara offered an observation. “We don’t have the manpower to follow all those people. We have to keep this investigation close to the vest. We can’t start using resources on guesses and suppositions.”
 “Fine,” Dante rejoined, “Do what you want, I only made a suggestion.” He thought for a moment. “What about the DEA? Wouldn’t they have people available?”
  “I’ll bring it up with the boss,” Reno huffed to signal an end to the discussion.
 In no mood to continue the debate, Dante rose and stalked out of the office, closing the door with emphasis behind him. He didn’t hear Clara call out to him: “Don’t do anything rash.”
He made his way back to the brownstone on the East Side intending to transfer some clothing and personal effects to the rooming house on West 10th Street. His carry bag held most of his underwear and a change of clothing along with some personal items. Now with his customary anger rising in his throat Dante let himself become distracted and lost caution. When he opened the front door at the top of the outside flight of a dozen sandstone steps he let it close behind him. 
The door locked automatically. The first shot shattered the upper glass panel of the door spattering broken shards inward. The gunman’s car stood stationary in the middle of the street while the shooter, leaning out the rear window, tried to steady his gun hand for a second attempt. 
Without cover and exposed on the top of the steps, Dante immediately went into a crouch and groped for his ankle holster with the .25 automatic he had acquired during the altercation in the men’s room in Battery Park. By lowering his body with a sudden move to his left the second shot breezed past his cheek slamming into the doorframe behind him. 
With the pistol now freed up in his hand, he fired one shot. The impact of the small copper-jacketed round on the door of the attacker’s auto sent a metallic report back toward him. The car, its tires screeching, sped away down the block. Dante stood up when he saw the vehicle leave. It took a moment for him to recover his wits. 
A quick search of the steps disclosed his spent cartridge. He retrieved it and put it in his pocket. Unwilling to leave any evidence behind, he unlocked the front door to the building and looked among the glass fragments for the spent round. Inside on the tile floor and flattened from the impact, he retrieved a lead slug; small caliber, possibly .38 from the feel of it. Dante had to decide whether to involve the police. Drawing attention to himself would cause awkward questions. Checking the exterior doorframe he found the second slug imbedded and fragmented beyond recovery. 
A voice behind him called out, “What’s going on? Who broke the glass?”
Dante recognized the landlord looking out from the door of the first floor apartment, hesitant about getting too close to the front door. 
“Vandalism,” Dante answered. “Must’a been some kids.”
“I dunno,” the landlord ventured, “thought I heard what sounded like shots out here.”
“Yeah, could’a been. I just got here myself.”
 “Think I should call the police?”
“What’s the point? They’ll just take a report. Whoever done this is long gone.”
“Yeah,” the elderly man agreed, “but who’s gonna pay for the broken glass?”
“Call your insurance company,” Dante advised. “They usually pay for this kind of damage.”
“Guess you’re right. You didn’t happen to see anyone, did you?”
Dante shrugged, “Didn’t see anything, like I said, just got here.”
They bid each other good-bye and Dante descended the steps, looking in both directions. 
A decision about whether to notify Reno nagged at him. Meantime, he headed for the rooming house on Tenth Street with his carry bag; time enough to alert the office when he settled in.  Perhaps now the Rebound team would come to terms with his belief that someone or something had compromised the operation. Rather than the subway, where he expected hostile surveillance might pick him up, he walked to Madison Avenue and hailed a cab. “West Tenth and Eighth,” he instructed the driver, taking one last look in both directions. 
 



 
 
Chapter Sixteen
 
Dante stashed his belongings in his room and walked along the avenue to the small eatery where he found a phone booth. After ordering a hamburger and coffee, he went to the booth to call the office while the counter-man fried the patty. Clara answered on the first ring with her customary terse, “Office.”
“It’s me,” he began, “got something to report.”
“Where are you? I’ll come there. There’s a tech here to cover the office. Reno’s out.”
Dante gave her the address of his rooming house, wolfed down his sandwich and walked back to the rented room. An hour later Clara knocked at his door dressed in a green sweater and matching skirt that showed off her figure and enhanced the color of her eyes. He realised that when he had the confrontation with her and Reno at their office how attractive she looked dressed in a sweater and skirt had escaped his attention. Now in this setting, alone with her in a small room with only a bed and sparse furniture, a sudden wave of attraction almost overcame him. Their eyes locked. Dante sensed a stirring had also coursed through her for a moment.
“What’s going on?” she demanded, using her authoritative manner.
Dante smiled to himself, trying not to react to her asserting her superior position as a detective running him as an informant. He sat down on the edge of the bed. The smile he couldn’t repress found its way to the surface,
“What’s funny?” Clara tried to sound imperious. “A short while ago, when I last saw you,  you were having a temper tantrum,” she scolded.
“Don’t be mean-spirited,” he answered, “I don’t think you quite understand how stressed I feel.”
Dante reached out, took her hand and pulled her gently toward him, trying to change the mood between them. “I’ve got to admit, Clara, you’ve gotten to me.”
She maintained her façade of aloofness. “No nonsense, Dante. We’ve got business to discuss.”
He took a deep breath, “What I feel about you isn’t nonsense.” Releasing her hand, he continued with his narrative. “But I’ll bring you up to date about what happened a few hours ago.” He reprised for her the narrow escape he had with the drive-by shooting. 
“Were the police called?”
“I don’t think so. At least I tried to discourage the landlord from calling. He came out a few moments after he heard the shots but the car had driven away. I didn’t get a plate number, I was too busy ducking, crouching on the top step when the first shot buzzed past me after I opened the front door. They must have had me staked out.”
“We’ve got to find out if uniform came to the scene and took a crime report about this,” Clara said. “There is a way. All the precincts call in crime reports involving a shooting to the central reporting system, especially in cases of injury or property damage. If they have reported it, we can find out quickly. If not, we’ll have caught a break. We don’t need questions asked by the local detective squad, especially not to ask to talk to you. By the way,” she commented, showing her experience as an investigator, “I expect there’d be spent rounds in the door.”
“I managed to retrieve one of them. It’s here in my pocket. I picked it up after it shattered the glass in the top half of the door and landed in the vestibule. The other one hit the doorframe, still buried in the wood, not much of it left. The hole in the wooden molding is hardly noticeable.”
“Small caliber, then,” Clara guessed.
“Hardly more than a .38, if that,” Dante dug in his pocket and showed her the distorted lead slug he had recovered.
Clara took it. “Nothing we can do with this now. Can’t bring it to ballistics, we’d need a crime report to show how we came by it. I’ll hold onto it for a while,” then she slipped it into a side pocket of her purse. After a pause, letting her eyes stray toward the window, she said: “By the way, what did you mean ‘I’ve gotten to you’? You feel what about me?”
“Maybe I should apologize for being forward,” Dante fixed his gaze on the floor. “I know I have no right — but the words just slipped out.”
“We can’t start any foolishness now, you know that.” She sat on the bed next to him and took one of his hands.
The faint scent of her perfume wafted toward him. Dante permitted himself a rueful grin. 
“I feel like a teenager with his first crush.” He held up his other hand, palm toward her, anticipating her reply. “I know there’s nothing I can do about it, but still…”
He leaned across the short distance between them and brushed her forehead with his lips. 
She released his hand and stood, “Okay, I get the picture. Let’s not get carried away.”
“Sorry, I didn’t mean…”
Clara bent forward and kissed him on the forehead. “Here’s one for you,” she murmured. “Now let’s get to business. Did you leave some things you’ll need at the apartment?”
 “There’s still some stuff. I didn’t have time to grab it all.”
Clara said by way of mild reproach: “I think we told you not to go back there alone.”
“You’re right, of course. I acted on impulse. I lost my perspective for that moment. I still can’t get used to criticism. When you and Reno go off on me…”
“What’s done is done, but impulsive actions could screw up this whole operation, I mean fouled up more than it already is.” 
“There’s no way whoever has those drugs means to sell them in one shipment. I have a strong feeling that they planned to rip off the money brought to a buy. That also means whoever brought the money wouldn’t survive the meeting.”
“That’s a big supposition,” Clara interjected.
“I have to trust my gut. I’ve gotten by all these years by relying on my own instinct. The one time I didn’t — well, you know the rest — disaster for me.”
Clara added: “Having done a little undercover work myself, I can appreciate what you mean about relying on your gut. Besides which, you shouldn’t make these decisions alone.”
“Spur of the moment,” he explained, “but the important thing is to smoke out the bad guys. Based on the tails I’ve picked up, I believe someone’s leaking information about me. That’s not good news,” Dante said.   
Clara stood close to him while his dark eyes bored into hers. A deep hunger and more than a hint of menace lurked behind his look. After a long pause, she gathered herself: “I have the use of a car. When you’re ready we can go back to the brownstone and get the rest of your stuff. We can’t let you stay there now. We have to put Reno on the picture about this shooting, too. Maybe this will convince him some of your guesses are right.”
 
When Dante called in two days later, Reno ordered him to the office. His demeanor toward Dante seemed more abrupt than it had in the past. Dante accepted Reno’s curtness attributing his impatience to the misfire of the planned operation to recover the drugs. Aware that Reno blamed him for the setback, Dante chose to listen rather than engage in an attempt at justifying himself. 
“We’ll try it your way for a while,” the detective began. “I’m not sure this is the right course but you may have a good instinct. We’ve got to do something to jump start this thing.”
Dante tried to mollify both his handlers by laying out a plan of action. “Do you think a judge would authorise a tap on Penza’s phone?”
“I seriously doubt it,” Reno replied. “We lack probable cause for that. What would we put in an affidavit to justify a wire? Besides which I doubt he’d use his home phone to contact anyone we’d be interested in.”
“What about a tail?” Dante suggested.
Clara said: “We’d need four teams for around the clock surveillance…”
“All right,” Dante broke in, “suppose I try to watch him just while he’s not working? Let’s see if he does anything out of the ordinary.”
Clara picked up the thread. “We’ve still got our primary suspects to consider. Slovik’s team first confiscated the shipment. I still like them for the theft, even though they didn’t fall for the set-up with the marked money.”
Reno gave them the details of one minor move they would make. “We’re going to send someone completely different to sit on Patsy’s Restaurant, a DEA agent. Let’s see who meets with Jimmy Bats, if anyone.”
“Do you still have the wire on the phone in the restaurant?” Dante asked.
“We’ve still got it for a short while. When the court order runs out I doubt we’ll be able to renew it,” Clara answered.
Reno explained: “Much of the traffic on that line, what little there is, involves short conversations about stool-pigeons, but very little about drugs, seems they’re being cautious.”
Dante made plans to watch O’Malley’s Bar and tail Penza from there after he has his customary few beers. The team of Reno, Clara and Dante conjectured that Penza might be playing a double game. From what Internal Affairs had told them about him, Penza had to produce something soon or they would drop him as an informant and toss him like red meat to the prosecutors.          
 
The next call-in to the office Dante made brought an abrupt order to report immediately. When he came through the door, Reno began: “The DEA agent that we asked to check on Patsy’s Restaurant has brought back some disturbing news.”
“What now?” Dante asked as he slid onto the edge of a chair opposite Reno’s desk.
Clara spoke up: “Apparently, Jimmy Bats is missing. He hasn’t been seen around his old haunts and word on the street is he won’t be back.”
Dante sat back. He stared at a point high on the wall behind Reno. “Jimmy must have screwed up somehow, maybe said something he shouldn’t — or — trusted someone he shouldn’t.”
“I doubt he was the trusting type,” Reno speculated. “Something he did or said was maybe misinterpreted. The people he associated with are notoriously unforgiving of mistakes.”
“Someone inside your department is deep into the mob, I’ll bet on it,” Dante said, “someone bought and paid for and playing for high stakes.”
 
After having retrieved his personal belongings from his brownstone apartment with Clara as an escort, Dante spent some time sequestered in the rented room on West Tenth Street analyzing what he knew about the case and reprising what had gone before. Using his investigative notebook, he began a list of the people he had encountered and events that had unfolded since he became involved. He had become certain that no one with the gall to steal a major shipment from a department facility would conclude a deal with an unknown buyer. 
Convinced that the problem impeding the investigation existed within the department, he tried to narrow the number of possible suspects from among the narcotics detectives that had crossed his path. Dispirited by his years of playing an undercover role, a sense of ambivalence about his future clouded his thinking. If nothing came of this present operation, would the upper administration of the DEA relegate him to another place of exile? The option of working for his father’s Italian private investigative agency appealed to him, but the idea of returning to Europe permanently did not.
 Alternating between staring out through the grimy window in his room and writing stream-of-consciousness ramblings in his notebook, Dante glanced at his watch and realised he hadn’t eaten for hours. He also needed to call in to the office. The phone booth in the coffee shop would serve the purpose while he waited for his order of soup and sandwich.
Reno answered the call and spoke tersely: “Come into the office ASAP.”
“I’m just getting ready to have a quick meal,” Dante replied. Can you give me about an hour?”
“Make it as soon as you can, we can’t discuss this on the phone.”    
 
Less than an hour later Dante made his way to the unmarked office on Chambers Street. When he entered, Reno sat behind his desk alone. Clara had taken some time for personal errands.
“What’s up?” Dante asked.
“The Chief of the Narcotics Division, who if you didn’t know, is an Assistant Chief Inspector, called our boss. He carries a great deal of weight with the Commissioner and feels confident enough to try to bully our Deputy Inspector, even though our boss works directly for the PC. In any event, he wants the surveillance on his people terminated, expressing himself in somewhat colorful language.”
“Can’t your Deputy go to the Commissioner to back him?”
“Problem is,” Reno went on, “our boss needs to be certain of his facts to justify surveillance on members of the department. If no one complained, we could keep it all under the radar. Now that it’s virtually public knowledge, he’d have to explain it all to the Commissioner and can’t just go on supposition and conjecture.”
“This is getting sticky,” Dante said. “Where will this leave me?”
“Actually, you might be all we have left. We have to stop using official personnel. That includes our people and the agents on loan to us. How is your eye on Penza coming? Has he done anything of note?”
“He seemed to have stopped frequenting that bar in Brooklyn,” Dante explained. “I wasn’t sure whether to expand the scope of my surveillance. I don’t want to risk being spotted.”
“One other thing,” Reno continued. “The FBI has a wire on some bad guys, nothing to do with our immediate situation. Here’s the kicker — the buzz is that a faction of the mob are on the warpath. They want to know who got rid of Jimmy Bats. The Feebees alerted our cousins at DEA who in turn tipped us off.”
“Sounds like the mob might not be responsible, if Jimmy did get whacked.” Dante conjectured.    
 “One more thing, we may lose our tech men from DEA. They’ve shut down almost all the electronic surveillances. We don’t have the resources to keep up an operation like this by ourselves.”
“At this rate, I could be gone, too.”
“I think the boss can hold onto you for a while longer. It’s not like the DEA has any pressing assignments for you just now.” Reno thought for a while, “There are so many possibilities involved with Jimmy’s disappearance. Only one other person besides you had met with him in the past few weeks at Patsy’s Restaurant. It occurred to me, someone may try to throw the spotlight of suspicion on you for his disappearance.”
Dante rubbed his finger along the scar on his cheekbone. “It would be interesting to know who it was that the surveillance van picked up on their camera.”
“Also, who was Jimmy talking to on the phone?” Reno asked. “The tech people were never able to trace the calls, they were all too short.”
“Yeah, mob people are cautious like that. They always suspect a tap, even though they keep using the phone,” Dante said. “I have an idea about how to smoke out who might have been tailing me. We both surmise they are detectives. You found out who called in sick with the injuries I described I probably inflicted. Why don’t I drift around through the neighborhood?  I could make myself obvious. Maybe whoever it is will pick up my scent again.”
“That’s awfully dangerous,” Reno protested.
“But suppose we had people keeping tabs on me from a distance. As soon as there’s any funny business, they could close in and grab whoever takes the bait. My guess is they, whoever they are, aren’t sure who I am. Hopefully they would try to find out before they do anything rash.”
“I don’t know,” Reno said, “I’d have to run it by the Deputy Inspector before I put you at risk like that.”
“I’ve done it before and gone in without back-up. As far as the mob is concerned, they probably think I’m a drug dealer with a record. The SIU tried to arrest me. They may be convinced that I’m an ex-con because the DEA picked me up on a warrant. We have to get somebody to tip his hand. Who knows, we might even find out where the stolen drugs are, or where they went.”
“Let me think about how to do this first,” Reno answered. “We don’t have the manpower to mount a complex operation right now.”
“Get back to me when you decide, Reno. I’d like to close out this assignment and decide what I’m going to do next. That is, if the DEA doesn’t decide for me.”
“I’ll let you know, meanwhile don’t do anything foolish,” Reno admonished as Dante pulled the door closed.
 Dante headed back to the rooming house, poured himself a drink and made another long entry in his investigative notebook. While he sat alone and tried to analyze what he knew about the case, an urgent sense of restlessness welled up from a dark place inside him. Thoughts of Clara bubbled to the surface. His need to move and do something became overwhelming. On an impulse he strapped on his ankle holster, checked the magazine of the .25 automatic he had begun to carry on most occasions when he left the confines of his room. Sliding it into the holster, he pocketed the clip of spare ammunition he had purchased and started for O’Malley’s in Brooklyn. Rather than tail Penza, he decided to confront him. 
 



 
 
Chapter Seventeen
 
Good sense dictated that he notify Reno and Clara of his intentions, but he believed that Reno would veto the idea. Sitting alone in the grubby little room made it seem as if the walls had begun to close around him. He recognised it as a sure sign of an impending attack of claustrophobia. This form of anxiety had never before caused him a problem. If it would serve an investigative purpose, he could sit patiently on surveillance for hours. Confining himself to a small dingy room with no immediate goal in sight started to create a burning sensation in the pit of his stomach. With the comfort of the pistol strapped to his ankle, Dante made the decision to take some action.  
 On the subway to Brooklyn, he stood near the connecting doors so he could watch the passengers on his car, alert for anyone who seemed to have boarded the train when he did, but also keeping the adjoining car under observation. Determined not to allow trackers to surprise him again, he increased his vigilance. The change of residence had thrown off any surveillance for the moment but having Slovik find him at the brownstone apartment had caused him some consternation. Dante wondered how many different groups had tailed him. Those that had come to his house when he hijacked their car and then tried to ambush him at the front door seemed most likely candidates as members of Jimmy’s crew.
Exiting the subway, Dante walked the few blocks to O’Malley’s Bar and stood across from it on Schermerhorn Street to watch the entrance with Penza as the hoped for target. At that moment Slovik, Leone and Zevin came boiling out of the bar together with two other men, the five engaged in an animated conversation. Upon closer examination, Dante realised that one of the two exchanging heated words with Slovik and his team had a small cast on his right hand.
Pulling further back into the shadows, Dante watched the little vignette unfold. With this scenario stored in his memory for future analysis, he waited until the disputants separated. Each small group went in different directions. A last volley of epithets hurled at each other, indistinct from his vantage point, signaled their departure. With a flash of recognition upon seeing the men quarreling outside the bar and piecing together what he knew, Dante concluded that the two men, almost certainly detectives, now arguing with Slovik and his team, had tried to attack him at Battery Park. 
 It seemed incautious to enter O’Malley’s just then. With the Special Investigations Unit of the Narcotics Squad so well represented among the customers, he opted not to risk another confrontation.  His efforts to find Penza would have to await another day. 
 Clara answered his call from a nearby phone booth. “When do you close up for the day?” he began. 
“Get down here quick as you can,” she snapped.
Dante sighed, “Yes’m,” he answered, a mock subservient tone in his voice, and hung up.
The tirade began the moment he opened the door to the small office. “What’s wrong with you? Don’t you know better than to start casual conversations on the phone?”
Dante’s patience had run out. “Easy, sister, I’m not your lackey. Don’t scold me. With my nerves stretched so tight right now. I don’t need…”
“Okay, okay,” Clara interrupted, “we’re both strung out. Sorry for being testy.”
“First, I spotted Slovik and his crew outside of O’Malley’s. They seemed to be in an intense argument with the two clowns who tailed me into the crap-house at Battery Park. One of them had a cast on his hand. That’s what tipped me off. From what I could interpret, I’m thinking they’re almost certainly detectives.”
“Interesting,” Clara mused. “What did you do?”
“Nothing, the place was crawling with SIU guys; seemed wiser to not get any closer just then.” 
Dante slid into a chair across from her desk and let his mind drift to thoughts of how attractive she seemed to him.
“I waited for you. I was going to close up when you called. By the way, Reno left a message for you before he finished for the day. He needs you to meet him day after tomorrow at the Federal Courthouse on Foley Square again. The Assistant U.S. Attorney — what’s his name —McCaffrey? Apparently he wants to discuss the wire tap orders which are about to expire.”
“Wire taps won’t do us much good now unless we can bug some of these cops when they’re on the phone.”
“That’s a good idea,” Clara agreed, “except that we lack anything close to probable cause for an official tap.”
The word ‘official’ struck him. A thought began to take form while he absorbed what Clara had just said. “I’m not formally law enforcement you know,” he mused aloud.
“Dante,” Clara said, her voice raising a decibel, “don’t get any hare-brained ideas…”
“Not so hare-brained, I’m a private citizen. Nothing I do would be unconstitutional. Maybe we couldn’t use the results in court, but might give us a lead, someplace to start.”
“Don’t go rogue on us now, that’s an illegal act you’re contemplating,” Clara warned.
“Going rogue, that’s the same expression Reno used. I’m in full possession of my faculties. I just have an idea how to jump start this investigation.” He drew a long breath. “Let’s drop the subject for a while, shall we?” He paused, exhaled loudly once again. “On the way over here I had a sudden yen for a big sirloin with fried potatoes and a mug of cold beer. Care to join me?”
Clara remained silent for several seconds, looking off into the distance. Dante sat upright. “Not something that sounds interesting?”
“What? Oh, I’m sorry. I just drifted off there for a moment. You’re asking me out?”
“Look, it’s just to have a meal…”
“You’re right, of course. To be honest, I’m not sure it’s a good idea, we shouldn’t start dating.”
Dante felt his face redden under his beard. He hoped Clara couldn’t notice his discomfiture and embarrassment. “You’re right, of course,” he said, parroting her phrase.
Clara studied his face as he tried to avoid her eyes and realised she had upset him. Aware of how lonely Dante had become without a soul to talk to except about the investigation, she smiled faintly and relented.
“I didn’t say no, I just said it might not be a good idea. I’m hungry myself. I face a meal at home of whatever’s in my refrigerator. Where would you like to go?”
Dante brightened, displaying a wide grin of his own. He chose not to let a near rejection disconcert him. “Do you know Ludlow’s at Lexington and 49th?”
“I know it, never been there.”
“They have the greatest steaks with all the trimmings. It’ll be my treat, but,” he added, “it’s not a date, just two colleagues going to dinner together.”
“Sure,” she replied through a wry grin. “Give me a moment to straighten my lipstick.” Clara stood and headed for the office door, “Be right back,” she said over her shoulder.
 
The following day using the rear basement entrance to the Federal Courthouse, Dante made his way to the courtroom of Judge Morgan, to meet AUSA McCaffrey and Detective Reno. The three men held a brief conference.
“The orders for the wiretap and surveillance bugs are about to expire,” McCaffrey told Reno and Dante. Unless we can come up with something to convince the judge we won’t be able to renew them.”
Dante made a suggestion: “We should tap the phones of the detectives who are the prime suspects, the ones who made the original seizure.”
McCaffrey shook his head: “I don’t think we have probable cause enough to convince the judge. He’s not going to let us go off in all directions to find a suspect.”
“If they had gone for the dummy arrest set up with the marked money, we might have had something,” Reno offered.
“What set up was that?” McCaffrey asked.
 Reno briefed him on the arrest for drug sale that Dante had undergone, with the phony white powder and marked money as bait. “They made the collar with an undercover detective as the buyer but vouchered the money we left in the trunk. They’re either being cautious or they’re not the crooks we thought they were.”
 “We won’t need the device in Patsy’s Restaurant anymore,” Dante added. “Jimmy Bats is among the missing.”
“Anybody know what happened to him?” McCaffrey asked.
“We’re guessing he made a mistake and paid for it. He may have been the target of a hit,” Reno said.
“One less thug we have to worry about,” McCaffrey commented. “What happened to the proposed undercover buy of the stolen drugs?”
Dante answered: “My guess is whoever had it, or has it, was never interested in a bulk sale. It began to look to me like a possible rip-off. I got wary about the way it was being set up. Having a suspicious nature has allowed me to survive in this business for as long as I have. I just let it slip away from me once, as you know,” he looked at the AUSA with a rueful smile.
McCaffrey nodded in agreement, “I remember, that was a close call for you. Your lawyer did a good job getting you out of that jam.”
“What do we do now?” Reno asked.
“We’ll just tell the judge we’re letting these wires lapse until we come up with something else.”
Reno added to the information McCaffrey needed for his interview with Judge Morgan: “The phone tap at the Café Madrid didn’t disclose anything new. However the manager conducts his business, he doesn’t do it on the phone, probably too shrewd for that. He did go for a sale to Dante, though.”
“You just used the listening device at the Café to record the sale to Mr Falconieri, is that right?” McCaffrey asked.
“We wanted to be sure we had that Alejandro guy solid, he could perhaps lead us to his source if we squeeze him hard enough,” Reno explained.
The judge’s clerk came into the courtroom, “The judge will see you now.”
 
Dante and Reno headed back to the office on Chambers Street. Clara sat at her desk working on updating the file on Operation Rebound. “Well fellas,” she said when they entered, “something new to deal with. Manhattan South Homicide called a little while ago. They just fished Girolamo Costa, aka Jimmy Bats, out of the East River, they id’ed him from his fingerprints.”
“No surprise there,” Reno commented, “just about what we expected.”
“Cause of death?” Dante asked.
“.22 caliber gunshot to the head; they’re checking with ballistics to see if they can match the slug with the one from Willie Beamon.” 
“Jimmy must have screwed up big time. An old mug like him, you’d think he was safe from getting whacked like that. I wonder did it have anything to do with my cancelling the buy,” Dante questioned.
“If that meet went forward we might be fishing you out of the river now,” Clara said with a wry expression.
“That was my feeling,” Dante said. “I didn’t like the way it was all going down. I get something in my gut occasionally. This time I was probably right.”
“Homicide’s dealing with the murder for now,” Clara said. “Let’s wait until they have something. They said they’d keep us posted.”
“Anybody for lunch?” Clara suggested. “I’m starved.”
Reno said: “You two go ahead if you want. I have to go over to the DEA and see about renewing our agreement about using their tech people. We have no more wiretaps and bugs in place but we’ll need to be able to call on them if we need them again.”
Dante and Clara exchanged quick glances. His stomach did a quick twist. Was she thawing a little in her feelings for him? Never sure where he stood with her, he debated with himself whether he should pursue a more direct approach to move their acquaintanceship beyond that of work colleagues. No longer having any official status as an agent and relegated to the demeaning role of informant had left him at a disadvantage, yet on occasion Clara seemed interested. Whether she would countenance anything more serious than the occasional meal together, knowing what she did about his past, became a nagging question in his mind. Given everything that had gone before in his life and the tenuous prospects in his future, was it wise to begin a flirtation? Conversely, he had to admit she had begun to make his heart hurt.  
“Lunch it is,” Dante said. “You ready, Detective?” he asked, motioning to Clara.
Clara turned to Reno, “Let me know what the Feds want to do. I’ll be back in the office after lunch.”
Dante flinched internally for the moment on hearing her omit him from the intra-office discussion. Then he remembered they had no reason to include him unless it affected his role directly.
Reno said: “You two go eat, I’ll grab something later. I’ll fill you in when I get back.”
 During lunch, Dante threw out a suggestion to Clara about getting the case moving again. “I’ve rethought how to approach obtaining probable cause for wiretaps on the detectives who are most likely involved with the stolen heroin. Suppose I tail that stoolpigeon Penza. There’s something about him that my gut tells me isn’t right; just a hunch — or a feeling — if you will.”
 “What would you see that would be enough for probable cause?”
“I’m not sure, maybe nothing, but we need to move this along. Pretty soon your boss is going to lose interest now that the sale of the stolen narcotics is most likely off the table for the moment.”
They ordered coffee and continued to reason aloud about a way to proceed. “I have an idea,” Clara said. “Why don’t we introduce you to our boss, Deputy Inspector Zakowsky? He already knows you’re working on the case. We could all discuss possible ways to proceed. Maybe he’ll like your suggestions and come up with a plan.”
“I don’t know if I’ve told you, but Zakowsky and I had dealings before.”
“You did? How did that come about?”
“When he was the captain in charge of Manhattan South Homicide he caught a couple of murders that had a bearing on my case. He interviewed me a couple of times. Saved my ass, too when the gunman had me dead to rights in a hotel room. D.I. Zakowsky will surely remember me.”
 “Hope he has positive memories of you,” Clara grinned.
“I led him and his squad to the killer, so he should remember me well.”
“Fine, why don’t we arrange a meeting, I’m sure he’ll be glad to see you.”
“He’ll also remember me as a screw-up, too.”
“Well, now we all have to work together. We’re going to run out of time if we don’t come up with something soon. I’ll run this past Reno when he gets back.”
Dante tried to change the subject. “Having lunch with you like this means a lot to me, Clara.”
“Don’t get ahead of yourself, Dante. There’s still a case to solve and lunch is lunch, nothing else.”
Feeling the sting of a rebuff, Dante made an effort not to permit his chagrin to show. To worsen his inner struggle, the strain of having constantly to elude pursuers together with the looming prospect of failure to conclude his assignment, had begun to show. If his reflection in the mirror revealed lines around the eyes, someone studying him closely could hardly miss the signs. Dante knew that Clara, an astute observer of human behavior, would certainly see the marks of stress becoming manifest as his tension mounted. Responding with an insincere smile to mask his turmoil he said: “Let’s set up that meeting with the Deputy, if he’ll see us. Maybe all together we can brainstorm an idea to move this investigation forward.”
 



 
 
Chapter Eighteen
 
Determined to prove that his plan was viable, Dante once again waited across Schermerhorn Street from O’Malley’s bar hoping to spot at least one of the SIU detectives considered suspects in the theft from the Property Clerk. His persistence paid off when Vito Penza entered the bar alone. None of the other detectives who might recognize Dante had stopped in for one of their afternoon get-togethers. Dante took a risk that someone would notice him when he tried to get a glimpse of anyone with whom Penza would speak. Crossing the street and peering through the front window from a vantage point where the window met the building line, the inside of the bar gradually came into focus. Once his eyes became accustomed to the dim lighting inside and shielding them from the glare of the afternoon sun reflected in the plate glass, he observed the detective in conversation with a man whose face he could not see clearly, partially hidden by the partition that divided the bar into two areas. Dante surmised that Penza might meet with other members of his squad. That supposition seemed unlikely given his lack of popularity with the detectives with whom he worked. Perhaps Penza met with his IAD contact in O’Malley’s at a time when no other detectives frequented the bar, doubtful but still possible.    
Resuming his position in a recessed doorway across the street from the bar, Dante maintained his vigil waiting until his target reemerged. After several minutes Penza left the bar, pausing to look both ways before walking toward the subway. Dante kept pace a half block behind and followed the detective down the subway steps to the platform. Penza apparently lost in his own reverie, still unaware of Dante behind him, awaited the arrival of the express to South Brooklyn.
When the train entered the station, Dante paused until the detective boarded, then slipped into the adjoining car. Positioning himself at the doors between the cars, he kept his quarry in view without disclosing his own presence. After several stations flew past, Penza began to edge toward the door of the car in which he rode. Anticipating a departure, Dante moved to make his own exit.  Waiting for the doors to open, Dante hesitated and then squeezed through behind the last passenger to leave just before the doors closed which allowed him to stay a few steps behind the detective. A several block walk behind Penza led Dante to a less-trafficked residential street. Small private homes with pin oak trees along the curb for shade lined either side of the block.
 
The detective entered a house and Dante remained behind a tree making a note of the address and the other features of the immediate area. Overhead telephone lines told him what he needed to know. A clandestine wiretap would require a telephone company truck stationed at a pole with a wire running from the relay box to recording equipment inside, not a task he could accomplish alone. Only a formal court order would provide the necessary equipment and people to tap a telephone in one of these private residences. 
   
Deputy Inspector Zakowsky suggested meeting the Rebound team at their office in the nondescript building on Chambers Street. A deep cover informant such as Ricardo should not march openly through the lobby at Police Headquarters. The Deputy’s main office, located on the third floor of the headquarters building, provided the nerve center from which he supervised the rest of his small detective unit tasked with some of the most sensitive cases in the department. When everyone had convened in the office in the building on Chambers Street, Reno offered to introduce Dante.
Zakowsky grinned broadly. “I think Mr. Falconieri and I know each other.” He extended his hand and Dante shook it warmly.
The Deputy said: “Never thought we’d see each other again.”
Dante smiled. “We almost didn’t.”
“That’s true. The last time we met was a narrow escape from death for you. How’ve you been?” 
“I’ve been here and there, until I got the call to come to New York. I’ve been trying to work my way back into the good graces of the Agency. Not sure if that’ll work out, the way this investigation is going.”
“I’m current with the progress of the investigation, but Detective Reno tells me you have some ideas.”
“Yesterday,” Dante began, “I followed Detective Penza to what I assume is his home in Brooklyn. I picked up the tail at O’Malley’s bar in Brooklyn where some of the SIU guys have their after work drinks.”
“I’m familiar with who Penza is,” Zakowsky said.
“My idea was to tap his phone, see who he’s in touch with. I’m guessing he’s more than an IAD stoolie.”
“Why do you think that?”
“Just a gut feeling from talking to him; he’s too ready to pull shady deals.” 
Reno broke in: “As you know, Inspector, AUSA McCaffrey doesn’t think we have enough to bug a member of the department. Dante seems to think we can persuade him otherwise.”
Dante continued: “In my conversations with him, while he thinks I’m a drug dealer looking to set up a street trade with the approval of the SIU, he was willing to be a party to it; or at least find other cops who might participate. If I can get him on tape engaging in that kind of conversation — and as a result have him brought in for questioning, an interrogator may be able to squeeze him for the names of other collaborators within the unit.”
The supervisor turned to Reno: “Think the AUSA would buy the proposal?”
 “Perhaps,” the detective answered. “We’ve used Dante as a reliable informant before. McCaffrey knows him. Bugs we’ve used based on his affidavits to obtain court orders have yielded results.”
“Okay, run it by him. Take Dante with you again. McCaffrey may want to hear his ideas first hand.”
By way of casual conversation, Zakowsky asked Dante, “What else has the Agency tasked you for since your last visit to our fair city?”
Dante shifted uncomfortably, stared out the window opposite him with a view of the adjoining building. After a pause he said, “Been down in New Mexico for a spell serving my exile. They send me across the border to make buys. The Mexicans cartels are getting heavily involved in selling heroin and cocaine to the American market.”
“Not fun, I guess,” the Deputy commented.
“It gets hairy once in a while,” Dante said, stroking the scar on his cheekbone and stealing a sideways glance at Clara. “If I don’t have to do that anymore, I’ll be extremely glad.”
“Let’s hope this operation works out for everyone — except of course whoever stole the narcotics,” Zakowsky said with a wry smile.
 
Once again, after listening to Reno and Dante offer reasons to obtain a new wiretap order, AUSA McCaffrey vetoed the proposal. “Knowing Judge Morgan as well as I do,” he said, “I won’t be able to convince him that there’s enough probable cause for a warrant.”
On the walk back to the office on Chambers Street from the Federal Courthouse on Foley Square, Reno said: “This thing is slipping away from us. If you have any more suggestions, I’d love to hear them. I’ll keep thinking of some way myself to get the investigation moving again.”
 Without disclosing his thoughts to Reno, Dante began to formulate a plan, reverting to his original idea about confronting Detective Penza still posing as the drug dealer Ricardo Mendez without alerting him to his real identity. When they returned to the office, Clara sat at her desk busying herself by bringing the Rebound file up to date.
She looked up as they entered, “Was McCaffrey receptive to your ideas?”
“Still not buying our offer of probable cause for a wiretap order on Penza,” Reno sighed. “A wiretap on the main suspects, Slovik and company, might still be under consideration. I think we’re running out of ways to move this case along.”
 Clara looked up at Dante with a whimsical smile, “You’re an old hand at clandestine operations, got any bright ideas?”
Dante shook his head but kept his own counsel. Her teasing manner at that moment secretly gratified him. Any indication that Clara had eased from her façade of aloofness registered well with him. A mild shiver of gratification quivered through him. 
Turning toward the door, Dante said: “I’ll keep thinking about it. If anything comes to mind, you’ll be the first to know. You two have paper work to catch up, I’ll call later.” He closed the door quietly behind him.
 
Dante had begun to chafe after several days cooped up in the uncomfortable and cramped room on West Tenth Street. A decent television to watch and a kitchen to cook his own meals, in addition to the spacious bedroom he had enjoyed at the brownstone apartment became luxuries for which he yearned. If he made a decision to move back to the apartment, he knew maximum vigilance had to take priority. Packing up his few belongings, Dante checked out of the rooming house and walked to the corner of West Tenth and Eighth Avenue to hail a cab. Leaving the taxi a block from his house Dante doubled back around the block to approach the brownstone from another direction and obtain a better perspective on possible surveillance. 
Seeing none, he climbed his front steps and unlocked the door. The landlord greeted him in the vestibule. “Haven’t seen you in a while, been out of town?”
“In a manner of speaking,” Dante answered. “Did I have any callers while I was away?”
“No, but somebody left an envelope for you, I didn’t see who it was; I’ll get it for you.”
“An envelope, that’s strange. Who would…?” musing while he waited, then stopped before he said too much.
The landlord handed him the envelope, addressed to Ricardo Mendez. Dante tried to guess why the building owner had made it a point of greeting him at the door. “I’ll catch up with the rent in a few moments, just give me time to go up to my place and put the money together.”
Upstairs in his apartment he tore open the envelope and read the menacing words printed in an awkward scrawl: We know where you live and we think you’re a rat. Get out of town before we finish you for good.
With the business of the rent to settle Dante knocked on the proprietor’s door and handed him the cash for the month’s payment. Back in his apartment, a warm shower and a home-cooked meal settled him down enough to begin thinking about his next gambit. The television provided background noise and a Glenlivet over ice had a relaxing effect. Opening his investigative notebook, Dante re-read everything he had written from the first entry he made when originally assigned to Operation Rebound.  The text of the note he had just received became the newest item recorded on the lined pages. Next, he wrote out questions he had formulated about the facts he already knew. Lounging back in his recliner, he sipped his drink and let his mind wander over the past several weeks. One issue became uppermost in his thoughts: whether other than just detectives had a hand in tracking him down and attempting to dispose of him; someone higher up perhaps? Another fact became clear: Slovik wouldn’t be susceptible to any more efforts by Dante and the Rebound team to lure him into serious wrongdoing. Moving on to a more pressing question, he wrote: Why murder Jimmy Bats? What could he have done to merit execution? Did he take the blame for sale of the stolen drugs not taking place or the loss of the opportunity to steal the buy money and then dispose of me? Do I bear some responsibility for his death? Blowing up the planned exchange of narcotics for a huge sum of money might get someone killed. Almost certainly somebody wanted him dead; somebody who had a great deal to lose if Dante successfully uncovered who had stolen the 100 kilos. Two murders already associated with the case, placed it well within the bounds of possibility that the next bullet could have his name on it. 
An idea flashed through his mind, picking up the door keys, he went out onto the landing and locked his apartment. Shuffling rapidly down the stairs, on the first floor landing he found the exit door to the alley behind the house. A short walk along the alley brought him to the end of the row of aged brownstone buildings where the alley opened onto the avenue that intersected with his street. For the future, he decided to use the back way to avoid blundering into anyone watching the front of the building for him to leave by the front door.  
 
In the morning when Dante telephoned the office, Reno told him: “The boss has persuaded IAD to shadow Slovik and his two cronies. They agreed because those men are the prime suspects in both the theft of the drugs and the shooting of their late partner, Beamon.”
“Too bad you had to involve another unit,” Dante said, “but we need to see if they contact anyone that sounds suspicious. Do you know who the two are that tried to jump me in Battery Park?”
“Yes, we’ve identified them, but Narcotics is playing it close. They won’t give us any information about how they say they got hurt or exactly what their injuries are.” 
“I wonder who’s protecting them or authorizing their extra-curricular activities.” Dante mused aloud.
“Interesting question,” Reno said. “Maybe someday we’ll find out. Meantime, what are your plans?”
“I should tell you that I moved back to the brownstone.”
“What possessed you to do that? We can’t afford for you to take any more risks,” Reno shouted into the telephone.
“I’ve got it figured out. I couldn’t stand staying cooped up in the rooming house. I’m taking every precaution.”
“Damn it, Dante…”
“Take a deep breath will you? I’ll be fine. I’ll call back soon,” Dante said, and hung up abruptly.
 
Dante decided to backtrack on some of the contacts he had made since the investigation began. He visited Frank’s candy store in Queens. Linda, at her usual post in the doorway seemed more alert and clearer-eyed than when he had first met her. When he entered the store, she asked Dante to wait until she checked with Frank. Dante noticed the change in her demeanor and the hesitation in sending him into the back room. 
In answer to her alerting him to Dante’s presence, Frank came from his tiny cubicle behind the store and motioned Dante outside. “What do you want?” Frank asked in a subdued whisper.
“I just stopped by to see if you had product to sell.”
“No more, not with you.”
“Why, what happened?”
“Since you been coming around bad stuff has happened, I can’t deal with you anymore,” Frank snarled.
“Like what?”
“I can’t talk to you, okay? Just don’t come back.”
“Sure Frank, sorry to hear that. Did your source dry up?”
“Somethin’ like that, so just get outta here.”
That visit told him a great deal. Dante increased his vigilance on the belief that he had come under increasing suspicion by whoever had control of the stolen contraband.
 



 
 
Chapter Nineteen
 
That evening Dante took another chance by stopping in at the Café Madrid. Miguel, the house muscle with the broad shoulders noticed Dante as soon as he walked in. Blocking his path, Miguel rasped in Spanish, “What do you want?”
“I’d like to speak to Alejandro,” Dante answered in the same language.
“Alejandro’s not here now, so why don’t you just leave?”
“Well, maybe I’ll have a drink at the bar instead. No harm in that, is there?”
“One drink then beat it,” Miguel said with menace, his ugly scowl with the boxer’s crumpled nose thrust in Dante’s face.
“Thank you, Miguel,” Dante said with a mocking air and edged past him to make his way to the bar. 
Not long after he ordered his Scotch over ice, Alejandro appeared standing next to him.
“It’s been a while my friend,” Alejandro said through an insincere smile. “I’m afraid we don’t do the sort of business you might be interested in any more.”
“What happened to change that?” Dante asked.
“As far as you’re concerned we’re out of any kind of business. You may leave when you finish your drink. We’ve extended our hospitality, now take Miguel’s suggestion and go out the way you came in.”
“That’s too bad, I was hoping…” Dante started to say.
“I’ll repeat myself once more. Then Miguel will show you the door in case you can’t find it yourself. As I told you, we’re out of the business. That’s all, anything else is none of your concern.”
Dante smiled. “I can take a hint but I’d like to know…”
“Good-bye ‘Ricardo’,” Alejandro murmured with finality and Miguel stepped toward Dante.
Dante swigged down the remainder of his Scotch, stood up and said with a cheerful inflection: “Adios muchachos.” Still smiling, he sauntered out of the Café with a jaunty wave of the hand to Josita, the hostess who had greeted him on his first visit to the café. She stood watching him as he left.
 
Clara answered his call to the office the following morning. “I need to report something, but not on the phone,” Dante said.
“I’ll be here all morning,” Clara said with her usual terse manner.
When he arrived at the office, Clara sat typing with her back to the door. When the door closed, she turned to glance up at Dante. “What’s up?”
“Good morning to you, too,” Dante began.
“I’m busy, Dante. What do you want to report?”
“Is Reno here?”
“No, he’s not. Just tell me and I’ll record it in the case file.”
“Been to Queens to visit Frank and then stopped in at the Café Madrid; icicles on the wall in both places.”
“What did you hope to accomplish by that?”
“It told me that the tom-toms are beating. Someone who knows something is warning off potential sellers.”
“We have to tread lightly, Dante.” Clara said. “We’ve pushed some sensitive buttons. Somebody’s starting to panic. This may get even more dangerous for you now. You’re cover may be blown.”
“No surprise there.”
“Speaking of which, what’s the idea of moving back to your apartment? Reno told me.”
In no mood to defend his decision, Dante said: “I thought I needed a nicer place than a rooming house to entertain guests.”
“In your dreams, Zorro,” Clara spoke in a voice larded with sarcasm.
Dante picked up flippant tone. “Oh, you thought I meant you?” 
Clara exhaled noisily. “We’re at it again, exchanging barbs.”
“At least we’re still speaking. In fact, I’ll be frank with you. I’d like to have you come up to my place. I’ll fix a real Italian home cooked meal. All strictly on the up and up, you understand.” He paused. “There, I said it.”
Clara returned his gaze. “I’ll think about it.”
Dante smiled faintly, “As long as the answer isn’t a definite ‘no’, I’ll take a definite maybe for now.”    
 “Back to business, I’ll enter in the case file what you told me: your prior contacts are on their guard with you. What else?”  
 “I was going to suggest that you close out both those sale cases I arranged. You have sufficient evidence to warrant arrests and there isn’t too much more to gain from waiting since they’ve been alerted somehow.”
“We’ll bring it up with the boss. He’ll have to order take down teams. Maybe use narcotics detectives from the boroughs of occurrence to make the arrests since some of the people in SIU may be compromised.”   
  “Doesn’t get us any closer to who has the stolen shipment, though.”
“Which reminds me,” Clara said, “Reno’s out tracking down a possible lead. It seems the FBI has made a truck hijacking arrest. One of the perps is a parolee, might want to trade information for sentencing consideration.”
“It sounds like we might get a windfall of information from that. Happens sometimes during investigations when one least expects it,” Dante mused.
Clara returned to the subject of Dante’s safety. “How do you propose to get in and out of your apartment without being spotted?”
“There’s a back way out of the building that leads to an alley. I can slip out to an avenue from either end. I’m used to being furtive; suits my nature. Just couldn’t stand staying cooped up in that room, staring at four walls made me almost claustrophobic.”
 “I wish you’d stop taking chances, Dante. Some day you’re going to run out of luck.”
Dante shrugged, “Mind if I have a cup of your office coffee?”
Clara stood and came from behind her desk. “I’m closer to the coffee pot. I’ll pour you a cup. You take anything in it?”
Dante suppressed a smile at her tiny gesture of domesticity. “Plain black is fine.”
Clara handed him the cup and rested one leg on the edge of her desk near where he sat. Her sheer stockings caught his eye. “Thanks, I appreciate the service,” Dante murmured.
 “What are you going to do next?” she asked.
Dante grinned, “That’s a loaded question.”
“Be serious for a moment, will you? I mean with regard to our investigation that is in danger of falling apart. This little team of ours will be reassigned and you’ll end up who knows where.”
“On a serious note,” Dante said, “why don’t I try to find out what that IAD stool pigeon is up to? I have doubts about him.”
“You might as well make yourself useful.” Clara walked around to resume her seat behind the desk. Dante sipped the hot coffee and averted his eyes aware that her ability to read faces bordered on the preternatural. Making an effort not to exchange glances with her, Dante found something to occupy his attention on the far wall. At that moment, his ego could not risk another brush off. Inwardly he reproached himself for allowing his feelings to show so obviously. 
“What kind of Italian dinner, spaghetti and meatballs?” Clara asked.
Dante bridled at what he considered a taunt. Placing the cup on the edge of the desk with emphasis, he stood and started for the door. “I’ll go find something to make myself ‘useful’, as you put it.” 
“Dante, I’m sorry. That wasn’t fair. I’ve upset you and I apologize.”
“No, I’m mad at myself. I shouldn’t let my sensitivity show.”
“Look, here’s an idea. Why don’t I cook you a good old-fashioned American meal. We can top it off with a bottle of wine of your choosing, it could even be Chianti.”
 With his hand on the doorknob, Dante paused. “You tell me when and where, I’ll be there with a better choice than Chianti.”
“I’d feel better if we didn’t take a chance on your place. We don’t need a gun battle in the middle of dinner.”
Bowing slightly he said: “I’ll await a formal invitation.”
“Tomorrow night,” Clara took a pen and paper from a scratch pad, wrote her address and held it out to him.
Accepting the note, he said with faux courtliness, “Ciao, bambina, until the morrow.”
“Ciao, yourself; go on get outta here and make yourself useful,” she said with a dismissive gesture. 
The near euphoria brought on by the invitation to Clara’s apartment buoyed his steps on the way to the subway to head for Brooklyn and O’Malley’s bar in the hopes of catching sight of Detective Penza. A way to pierce the detective’s inherent suspicion after their last acrimonious exchange occupied Dante’s thoughts on the subway ride to the Schermerhorn Street stop.  He began to formulate a plan to take advantage of Penza’s concern about having his own status as a protected IAD informant threatened.
When Penza arrived for his late afternoon drink, he saw Dante sitting at the bar. Dante smiled and waved him over. The detective took the stool next to his. “You’re in a better mood today.”
“Look,” Dante said, “let me buy you a drink. I wanna make up for bein’ a jerk the last time.”
“Yeah sure, I’ll have a beer,” Penza said and motioned to the bartender. “So, what’s goin’ on?”
“I got something you might want to pass along, you know, put a word in the right ears.”
“What’s that?”
“There’s a coupl’a guys, maybe SIU types, took a beating in a men’s room. I’m pretty sure they went sick with their injuries.”
Penza feigned a disingenuous look. “No kiddin’. Got any names?”
“No names, but a mention in the right places, might find out, could be something in it for you. They may have been moonlighting as muscle for the wrong people, know what I mean? Maybe ended up on the wrong side of a beatin’.”
“Yeah, I’ll keep it in mind. So, you got anything goin’ on?”
“My people might be interested in seeing these guys put outta action, like maybe dropped from the squad. If I’m right about them, they don’t belong working where they do.”
“How come you know so much about that?”
Dante smiled knowingly, “Maybe I was just privy to a conversation.”
“I see what you mean; but besides that, how about yourself, doin’ any business?”
“Matter of fact, I’d like to offer you the same deal I tried to give Slovik. I can give up a major shipment comin’ in. I just need a little breathin’ room to do my own business. Stop by Patsy’s on Mott Street, day after tomorrow. There could be somethin’ goin’ down there. I heard it was in the afternoon, around two. Could be big for you, long as I’m not the target, I just wanna do my own thing.”
“I’ll see what I can do,” Penza said. “Two o’clock, day after tomorrow, at Patsy’s, you said?”
“It’s what I heard from a good source.”
“Couldn’t be you might be the buyer?” Penza hinted with a note of sarcasm.
“No, but I don’t care if the guy goes down. I set him up for you, you put the word in the right places I’m a good for straight info. That way nobody bothers me.” 
Penza paused for a few moments to consider the opportunity. He said: “I’ll get the next round.”
“Just one more and I gotta run.”
Dante finished his drink and slid off the barstool. “Nice talkin’ to you.”
“Yeah, you too, Ricardo,” Penza murmured and sipped at his beer.
 A few blocks walk from O’Malley’s, near the Brooklyn court buildings, Dante found a cab and gave the driver a location a short distance from his brownstone apartment. Slipping into the alleyway behind his building, he entered by the ground floor rear door and ran up the stairs to his flat. After preparing himself a simple meal, he poured a Scotch over ice and sat down to review his notes and make an entry about his conversation with Vito Penza.
A call to the office to leave a message that he would come by in the morning, left him free to plan how to snare the IAD informant who might have a foot in two camps. If this worked out the Rebound Squad might have enough probable cause to obtain a wiretap order. His thoughts then drifted to his date with Clara. 
 



 
 
Chapter Twenty
 
On the elevator up to Clara’s apartment Dante’s heart pounded. A dizzying sensation akin to that of a schoolboy on a first date pervaded his sensibilities. When Clara answered the buzzer at the door, dressed in a beige sweater and matching skirt, Dante’s palms begin to perspire. Proffering the bouquet of mixed flowers he had purchased on impulse from a local florist, he hoped he wouldn’t blush.
Clara accepted them. “Oh how lovely, Dante, so sweet of you.”
Following her into the kitchen where she placed the flowers in a vase she filled with water, a sense of relief swept over him when she received the bouquet without a flippant comment. 
“This might be a cut above Chianti,” he said, placing a bottle of Chateauneuf du Pape, a French Burgundy, on the kitchen table.
“Thank you, you’ve certainly thought of everything. Dinner’s almost ready. I expected you would be prompt.”
Dante smiled, “Hardly a time to be ungentlemanly. I wanted to make a good impression.”
Clara grinned in reply. “I had wine bought just in case, not as fancy as yours. I was sure you wouldn’t forget, though.”
When she walked across the kitchen to open a cupboard to bring out crystal stemware for the wine, Dante’s throat tightened when he noticed her legs again encased in nylon stockings. A realization that she had usually worn slacks while working made him appreciate how fetching she looked in a knee length skirt. Clara handed him a mechanical corkscrew. “I’ll let you do the honors.”
Dante took note of the wine glasses with a tulip-shaped design. “That’s attractive stemware.”
Clara paused for a moment, lowered her eyes, “Wedding gift, actually.”
“Oh sorry, didn’t mean to…”
“That’s all right. I should have put out the everyday set. Not that I have wine every day.” 
“Interesting design, though,” he said, noting the vine leaf pattern etched on the glass. He intended to deflect the conversation from a painful memory for her.
While he poured, Clara managed to move their discussion to food: “Simple American cuisine tonight; rib-eye steak, medium rare, baked potato and asparagus with Hollandaise sauce. If you like dessert, I have ice cream with warm fudge sauce.”
“Sounds delicious, I saved my appetite for the occasion.” He handed her a glass of wine, picked one up for himself and extended his hand. They touched glasses. “Thanks for the invite.”
“I don’t entertain often; having a guest is a welcome change.”
Their eyes met as they took their first sip of wine. She said: “How do you describe it? It has bouquet, body and is faintly redolent of blackberries.”
“Salut, you said all the right things.”
“I have no idea what I’m talking about, all those words about wine just sounded like what one is supposed to say about it,” Clara managed a mischievous grin.
Dante raised his glass again, “Here’s to good wine, good food, good company.”
“Salut,” Clara echoed. “Thanks for coming, the food’s almost ready.”  
Dante inhaled the aroma of the cooking food and the faint fragrance of her delicate perfume. A brief silence hung in the air between them and he lost himself for a second in the depths of her ocean blue eyes. With her honey-colored hair tied back in a simple ponytail and the soft curves under her sweater, his chest began to constrict again. It seemed just then that he stood on the edge of a steep precipice, in danger of falling into a bottomless abyss. “This can’t be happening to me,” he thought.
Clara stood motionless and returned his gaze with a frank stare of her own, then announced: “Soup’s on. We can eat right here at the kitchen table, since I don’t have a formal dining room.”
“Very cozy, kitchen table’s fine.”
When they finished their meal and drank the last of the Burgundy, Clara asked: “Coffee?”
“Coffee’s great, I love coffee after a meal.”
Clara suggested taking the coffee into the living room, where they each sat in comfortable armchairs. Dante experienced a wave of gratitude pass over him that they didn’t sit next to each other on the sofa. He needed to keep control of his emotions.
Clara began the conversation: “Got any ideas about how to move the investigation?”
Dante tried to lighten the mood with a teasing comment. “We don’t talk shop in the mess.”
The woman seemed taken aback for a moment.
“Just kidding, that’s an expression from the British Army officers’ clubs. They referred to their club as ‘the mess’ and it costs a round of drinks for someone who initiates a conversation about work while they’re having their social hour. Forgive me if I upset you, I meant it as a joke, sorry bad timing.”
“No that’s fine; you just took me off guard for the moment. I had forgotten that I had heard that expression before. You’re right, though. We shouldn’t talk business at a social event.”
“Let me come into the office in the morning, we can discuss my ideas then.” 
“Good thought,” Clara agreed. “Better to leave talking about work for the office.”
Dante finished his coffee. He said: “Can’t tell you how much I appreciate your inviting me for dinner. It means a lot to me.”
Clara stood and took his cup, “I’m glad you came.”
“Next time is my treat and I promise it won’t be spaghetti and meatballs. I can do better than that.”
“I’m sure that’s true, we’ll pick a date soon.”
Dante feigned looking at his watch, seeking an opportune moment to leave before he did or said something foolish. A wistful desire crept into his heart, wanting desperately to take her in his arms. He avoided making a serious mistake just then. “It’s past my bed time,” he said, as lame a statement as he had ever uttered.
Clara allowed a knowing smile to pass her lips. Dante remembered that she could read faces and believed that in the glance that passed between them she could read minds as well. With an enormous exercise of will, he started for the apartment door. Standing next to him at the threshold, Clara kissed him on the cheek. Rubbing the back of her fingers across his beard, she said: “We’ve got to do something about those bristles.”
Entering into the spirit of her playful mood, he answered with a grin: “Soon, but it’s still part of my disguise.”
 
Dante arose early the following day and again took the back way out of his brownstone. A subway ride downtown brought him to the office. Inside the main entrance to the building, he paused for a few moments to check the street for trackers, confident that no one in the past had followed him to where the Rebound team made their base of operations. Satisfied that he had not picked up a tail, he rode the elevator to the appropriate floor and found both Reno and Clara at their desks. “And I thought I was an early bird,” he announced coming through the door. 
In a corner of the cramped quarters a DEA tech sat with earphones on his head, hunched over a typewriter, transcribing taped recordings of the wiretaps and bugs accumulated over the course of the Rebound investigation. 
Reno beckoned Clara and Dante to a small conference table wedged against the wall at one end of the office. When everyone had a chair, Reno began: “Tell us what you’ve been up to and what your new idea is.”
“I had a couple of drinks with Vito Penza at O’Malley’s yesterday. I made nice to make up for the nasty exchange we had the last time we spoke. First, I planted a seed, telling him, as if he didn’t already know, that two SIU detectives had gone sick with injuries. I intimated that they might be moonlighting as muscle for the bad guys. Let’s see if he brings that news to his IAD handlers. Secondly, I offered the same bait to him as I did to Slovik and company: that I was willing to trade a new shipment for leeway to run my own drug business. I asked him to meet me at Patsy’s Restaurant tomorrow afternoon. He seemed agreeable. If he’s as bent as I think he is, I want to offer him an envelope with money, pretending that he just missed the out of town dealers but as a thank you just for being a pal. Sort of a promise there could be more if he played along.”
“We’ll need corroboration that he actually took the money, if he does take it,” Reno observed.
Clara spoke up. “Wearing a wire is too dangerous if Penza becomes suspicious and frisks Dante. Why don’t I go along with a mini camera? Dante could take him aside to make the exchange on the sly. I snap a few photos. When we get around to interrogating him, that’ll be the pressure we use.”
Dante interjected, “Let’s make sure we tell IAD what we’re doing, so they don’t accidentally screw it up.”
Reno thought for a moment. “We’ll need marked money. I can take it out of our office slush fund. Maybe we’ll even get it back if we move fast enough.”
Clara asked: “What time did you say you’d meet him, and why Patsy’s?”
“I had to think of a place fast and since Jimmy Bats is no longer frequenting that restaurant they don’t have many afternoon customers.” 
“I’ll get authorization from the Deputy Inspector to requisition the money,” Reno said. “Dante, meet us here tomorrow about an hour before your meeting with Vito Penza. We’ll decide how to handle it. Clara can pick up the camera and I’ll give you the money. I think about $500 should do it.”
Clara observed with an ironic smile. “I’ll have to dress the part. Extra make-up and a slinky skirt and blouse should do it.”
Dante grinned back, “I can’t wait to see this get-up. Add nylons and high heels.”
Reno glanced quickly between the two with a querying lift of his eyebrows but made no comment.
“Don’t let’s get carried away, Zorro,” the woman detective laughed.
Reno turned to their undercover operative: “Dante, while you’re here, spend some time putting your ideas down on paper in the form of a report to the boss. I’ll use it when I meet with him to sell this plan.” 
 
Waiting at the office to meet Dante, Clara sat wearing a tight knee length skirt and a white silk blouse that looked a size too small. Rows of imitation pearls on her neck, nylon stockings and the only pair of black high heels she owned completed her attire. Made up with lavish amounts of eye shadow, mascara, eye liner and a garish red lipstick purchased that morning for the purpose, together with a liberal daub of blush applied to her cheeks, she looked the part intended. 
Dante arrived early at the office to pick up the money Reno provided for the scheme to entrap Penza. Upon seeing Clara sitting with her legs crossed his throat constricted and his heart wrenched, but he knew better than to comment about how alluring she looked. Now thoroughly smitten, he had to admit, without giving voice to his opinion, that just then she did convey the characteristic appearance of a mobster’s girlfriend.  
Clara drove the squad’s unmarked Crown Victoria to the vicinity of Patsy’s Restaurant, and found a parking space a few blocks from Police Headquarters. Using the official department parking authorization sign affixed to the sun visor, she displayed it to prevent receiving a summons from the Traffic Division’s Parking Enforcement Unit that patrolled the area around the courts and City Government Buildings and tagged illegally parked cars with vigor. Dante and Clara walked the few blocks to Mott Street and the restaurant. They took a table in the corner of the tiny eatery and ordered glasses of the house red to await the arrival of the detective-informant that Dante believed held a key to the investigation. 
Vito Penza arrived alone at a few minutes after two o’clock and walked directly to the table where Dante and Clara sat with a studied, casual air, sipping their wine. The detective pulled a chair to the table and leaned forward. “Okay, where’s the guy with the package?”
Dante shrugged, “Came and left, whoever he thought he was going to meet wasn’t here.”
“I thought you were part of this deal,” Penza countered. “What are you trying to pull?”
He glanced inquiringly at Clara, who returned his gaze impassively.
Dante lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Let’s step over to the bar. We can talk there.” He deliberately looked at Clara indicating she could not participate in their conversation. 
“I’ve gotta go powder my nose,” Clara said rising from her seat.
Penza and Dante both slid their chairs back and walked the few steps to the restaurant’s tiny bar that had the sole purpose of holding the cash register. The proprietor busied himself with affairs in the kitchen. Dante rested his elbows on the faded wooden surface. Penza followed his lead. “Look Vito, there was a screw-up. I didn’t want to say too much in front of the broad, but…”
Penza shot a look over his shoulder at Clara. “Nice piece of tail. Where’d you dig her up?”
 “Never mind the chick, I wanna talk business.”
“Yeah, you wanna talk about what kind of business?” Penza asked with a suspicious edge to his question.
Dante reached for the envelope stuffed into his shirt pocket. He slipped it out and slid it the few inches to Penza’s hand. Clara stood out of sight in the tiny alcove adjoining the rest rooms and aimed the camera. Her focus included both the detective and Dante just as he proffered the envelope. The sting now depended on Penza accepting the money.
“What’s that?” he asked, without moving to pick up the envelope.
“Just a little something between us, kind of a friendly handshake for the trouble you’ve gone to getting here today. Sorry the deal I mentioned didn’t pan out. I guess the guy couldn’t come up with the goods.”
Penza peeled the flap of the envelope open without picking it up. With his thumb, he riffled through the stack of ten fifty dollar bills. “Nice — thanks — but just for showing up today?”
“We can do business, Vito. I just need a little elbowroom to run my game. I can give you cases and there’ll be a little something in for you also.”
Penza slipped the money into his trouser pocket, meanwhile casting an eye over his shoulder. Clara started snapping pictures when Dante put the money down on the bar. The last shot caught Penza picking up the envelope. The woman detective replaced the camera in her purse and returned to the table.
 At the office, Reno awaited the outcome of the sting they had run on the detective-turned- informant. “Went down just as we planned it,” Dante grinned. “Clara was convincing as a gun moll.”
“She would have fooled me,” Reno commented, winking with a hint of mischief.
“All right, you two,” Clara answered, feigning annoyance. “I’ve gotta get out of this get-up, makes me feel cheap.”
Dante couldn’t resist: “I’d say expensive.”
Reno snickered in spite of his usual staid demeanor.
“Enough of the male chauvinist banter, you pair of slobs.” Clara slipped out of her high heels. “These spikes are killing my feet.” Wriggling her toes after freeing them from the confines of unaccustomed footwear, she bet over to massage them.
Dante had to force himself to look away to keep from staring at her feet which suddenly induced a wave of desire. “I’ve got it bad,” he thought.
Reno said: “To change the subject, I met with IAD about their informant. First, they’re none too pleased with him and were about to ditch him. When I asked whether he had mentioned the SIU detectives who had gone sick with injuries that Dante had probably inflicted, they hadn’t heard a word from him. They had promised to stay away from him for the time being until we ran our little scam on him. I’m glad it went well. We’ll have something to pressure him with when the time comes. Penza’s going to find himself in a world of hurt before long if he doesn’t give us something about this theft and SIU involvement.”
“I’ve got to go home and change out of this costume,” Clara said.
Dante distracted himself by studying the pictures of pastoral scenes that decorated the far wall. He scarcely dared breathe. Clara stood with her shoes clasped in her fingers. “How about driving me home, Casanova? My feet are killing me.”
Dante turned to face her. His skin became a mass of hot tingles when their eyes met.
Once again, Reno snapped his eyes from one to the other and knitted his brows quizzically but did not inquire about the interplay between the woman and his informant. “If you two are leaving,” he said, “I want you to check with me in the morning, Dante. I’m going to make an appointment with AUSA McCaffrey. Maybe this will convince him to request a wiretap order. Good job, both of you. Clara, I’ll see you at the usual time tomorrow. ” 
With one hand on the doorknob, Clara nodded in affirmation. Dante stood as if transfixed at the prospect of driving her home. Then recovering from his momentary distraction, he said: “I’ll be here in the a.m. If you need me I’ll be ready to go with you to see the prosecutor whenever he’s ready for us.”
 



 
 
Chapter Twenty-One
 
Dante found a parking space on the block where Clara lived and pulled to the curb. He left the motor running while he gripped the steering wheel with whitened knuckles. Not sure what to expect next he sat motionless staring straight ahead. Clara had slipped her shoes on and reached for the door handle. “You can return the car in the morning. Take it home with you. Just park it somewhere safe.”
Dante turned to her, exerting all his will to maintain a poker face. “You looked ravishing today, just thought I’d mention it.”
“Thank you, for saying that, but I felt like a trollop.”
“Not how I would have described you, though,” he answered.
Clara leaned across the seat and kissed him lightly on the forehead, “You’re sweet, see you in the a.m.”
Dante swallowed with difficulty and thought, “This witch can read my mind and knows this is not how I hoped today would end. She’s having a silent laugh at my expense.”
When the woman closed the car door and waved through the window, he put the car in gear and drove away with gritted teeth. Back in his apartment, which he accessed once again through the rear entrance, he poured a half glass of Glenlivet and slumped onto the sofa. With his mind in turmoil, he needed a strong anaesthetic to ease his anguish. “I can’t fall for this broad,” he murmured aloud. “This can only end badly for me.”
 
Dante set out for the office in the morning prepared to wrestle with the demonic obsession that Clara’s ambivalence had caused in his soul. He knew the challenge that awaited him when he found himself in close proximity to her. Reproaching himself for permitting this passion to trigger a lapse into adolescent longing, Dante fought to control his emotions in a mature manner. It had cost him a nearly sleepless night with the alcohol allowing only fitful dozes. 
When Dante came through the office door Reno announced he had made an appointment with AUSA McCaffrey for that afternoon. Gratified at having something to occupy his time, with a meeting planned and reports to prepare about the previous day’s activities, Dante found a needed distraction from the desire that threatened to tear him apart. Clara and he smiled at each other when he arrived as if no tension existed between them. Forcing himself to stay busy during the morning, he gradually brought his raging libido under control. 
When Reno called him aside to brief him on the pending conference with the prosecutor that afternoon, a sense of relief coursed through him at having a needed distraction. After their conversation, Dante used the rest of the time bringing his files current and drafting a proposed affidavit for the prosecutor in the event that he agreed to seek a wiretap order. Except for the soft, distinctive clack of electric typewriters, the rest of the morning passed in relative quiet, all three busy with report writing and file keeping. At noon, everyone decided to eat lunch in the office. They invited the sole DEA tech man still transcribing tape recordings and wire taps to join them. Dante volunteered to get sandwiches from a local delicatessen. While they ate, idle, non-work related chatter around the small conference table occupied them until Reno signaled Dante that the time had come for them to leave for the scheduled meeting. 
 
Reno and he walked the few blocks to Foley Square and the Federal Courthouse where the U.S. Attorney for the Southern District of New York had offices on the upper floors. AUSA McCaffrey greeted them as soon as they checked in with his secretary. Reno began to outline what had occurred when Dante and Clara had met with the detective-turned-informant, Vito Penza. 
“We believe that when the photos Detective O’Shea took of the transaction with Penza are developed and with Dante’s affidavit about their conversation, you have enough to take to the judge for a wiretap order of Penza’s home phone.”
 “A little thin, but your little team has put so much effort into this investigation, it’s worth a shot at going to the judge,” McCaffrey observed.
Dante reprised his suspicions about Penza and his belief that they needed to accumulate evidence of his involvement in the theft or exclude him as a suspect if he didn’t incriminate himself during telephone conversations. Reno reminded the prosecutor that IAD had responsibility for monitoring the other suspects, Slovik and his team. “The resources of our small unit don’t permit us keeping tabs on all the personnel that may be involved. We have to rely on IAD since Slovik et al, are already under suspicion for the theft as well as the murder of their colleague, the late Detective Beamon.”
Dante said: “If IAD comes up with something more than conjecture, I’m sure they’ll let us know and we can ask for a wider eavesdrop warrant. Two more unidentified people may be parties to the conspiracy. We believe they’re detectives. They attacked me in a bathroom in Battery Park.”
“Why weren’t they arrested or at least detained?” McCaffrey asked.
Reno spoke up: “Dante fought them off and they may have been injured during the fracas. Dante split the scene quickly to avoid his cover being blown.”
“H-mm,” McCaffrey mused, “certainly adds to the confusion. By the way, do you have a draft of the affidavit for the warrant prepared?” McCaffrey asked.
Dante smiled. “It’s right here, I worked on this just this morning.” 
From a manila folder he extracted the affidavit he had written at the office and handed it across the desk to the lawyer. 
McCaffrey accepted it and added it to his own case file. “I’ll go over this and let you know. Meanwhile, when those pictures are ready send them over. I hope that we’ll have enough for probable cause. I’ll get the warrant prepared for the judge’s signature. Dante, he’ll want to take your oath as to the truth and accuracy of your statement. I’ll give you notice when to appear in chambers to finalize this. Let’s just hope he signs the warrant.” He stood and extended a handshake to Reno and Dante. “Thanks for the work you’ve put in on the investigation. Maybe we’ll finally come up with something.”
 
Dante and Reno parted outside the courthouse and Dante took the subway back to his brownstone. With a drink in hand he settled back to reprise his investigative notes. They provided Dante with more questions than answers. Uncertainty persisted as to the identity of the two men who had attacked him in Battery Park. The most likely explanation would focus on members of the SIU but they apparently remained under the protection of the bosses in the Narcotics Division. Who would protect them and why? It appeared to the Rebound team that any effort to obtain their names would compromise the secrecy of the operation. In addition, the Assistant Chief in command of the Narcotics Division and its elite Special Investigations Unit resented any investigation of his command without his own involvement. His bluster at high-level staff meetings threatened the security of the investigation of the crime by the few members of the Police Commissioner’s Squad temporarily detailed as Operation Rebound.
Whatever reason existed for anyone following Dante and making attempts on his life remained hidden until more information surfaced about the disposition of the stolen drugs. A further quandary arose: who shot Detective Beamon and why? In addition, why did Jimmy Bats end up in the East River with a bullet in his head? Dante checked back in his notebook to determine the genesis of the surveillance that had pursued him. The first contact with Jimmy Bats seemed a likely beginning. His initial awareness of someone following him came when he left Patsy’s Restaurant after the first time he spoke with the aging gangster. 
Reviewing the cast of suspects, Dante noted that Slovik, Zevin and Leone had played it straight when they arrested him for the bogus drug sale arranged to snare them in wrongdoing. Meanwhile, Penza had drawn unwonted attention and triggered distrust during his conversations with Dante at O’Malley’s. However, Dante remained certain that his cover posing as the narcotics dealer Ricardo Mendez remained intact. 
None of the police personnel with whom Dante had contact with had acted as expected. Dante also knew that someone had leaked the existence of a confidential informant attempting to penetrate the conspiracy involving the missing contraband. Fortunately for him his identity remained secret, but the risk of exposure and hence the danger, became greater the longer he played the role of a drug dealer from out-of-town. Lounging back in the sofa, he set the notebook aside. 
His thoughts drifted to Clara. “This is a foolish infatuation. Nothing good can come of obsessing over a woman detective whose career obviously means more to her than any casual love affair. She lives alone and only likes company every so often, so I shouldn’t read too much into her hospitality. Who knows where I’ll end up when this is over or what decisions I’ll make — or are made for me. I know if we start a relationship, I’ll fall hopelessly in love. That can only end badly.” With a rueful sigh, he murmured: “I didn’t expect to have to work so closely with a woman in this assignment.” 
On an impulse, Dante decided to mount a lone surveillance on Penza’s home. With the temporary written authorization from the Police Commissioner’s Office he borrowed a car from the impound yard and drove to Brooklyn and the house he had seen Penza enter when he had tailed him previously. Dusk began to settle over the city when from his position a half block away Dante saw Penza drive up to his house in what he recognized as an unmarked department car. An hour elapsed before Penza reemerged from the house and started the vehicle. Dante followed at a discreet distance as the detective’s route took him along Flatbush Avenue and onto the entrance ramp to the Manhattan Bridge leading to the Lower East Side of Manhattan. When Penza turned north on The Bowery, the traffic congestion made keeping him under observation difficult. Dante saw him make a left turn into Spring Street but a traffic light caused Dante to stop and the unmarked car disappeared into the maze of narrow streets that comprised that ancient neighborhood. Having made a mental note of the license plate number of the department car, Dante cruised at a deliberate pace around the area with its one-way thoroughfares and limited parking, scanning for the vehicle he had followed from Brooklyn.
Moving along Kenmare Street at a speed barely above ten miles an hour, he spotted the black department Chevrolet that his quarry had driven squeezed into one of the rare spaces found along the crowded curbs. Dante realised Penza could have disappeared into any one of dozens of dingy tenements or business establishments that jammed the streets on both sides. With an impatient motorist behind him, Dante had to move to the corner and turn left. One block to the next one-way street, and two more left turns brought him back to where he could find the unmarked car again. Waiting at a traffic light on Kenmare Street and The Bowery, he spotted Penza walking rapidly back toward his car. Before he could get close enough to keep track of the furtive shadow, Dante had to watch in frustration when the detective slipped into the driver’s seat, started the engine and disappeared into the labyrinth of Lower Manhattan. This nocturnal excursion could only mean that Vito Penza had surreptitious meetings that bore no connection to official department business. When added to the evidence Dante had already gathered, what he had just observed might give weight to the pending request for a wiretap order.    
       
He called the office in the morning and Clara answered with her usual terse greeting: “Office.”
Dante identified himself and she directed him to report immediately. With only Clara and Reno in the office, the DEA tech men having completed the transcription of the tapes, Reno asked Dante and Clara to sit with him at the conference table. “One of the hijackers FBI arrested last week has agreed to give information about Organized Crime’s involvement in the theft and sale of the heroin stolen from the Property Clerk’s Office. The U.S. Attorney’s Office has promised to ask for sentencing consideration when the bad guy pleads guilty. They’ve been made aware of how sensitive this information is and have agreed to share the information only with us.”
Dante asked: “Will we be able to interrogate the hijacker?”
“My idea,” Reno said, “is to have Clara do the interview while we listen.”
Dante glanced at the woman detective and managed a crooked grin. “The theory being,” he said, “that she might wheedle more out of him than a male cop would.”
Clara continued the banter with a smirk of her own. “Maybe I’ll wear a skirt and show him a bit of leg. Probably the last he’ll get to see in a while.”
Dante grinned at Clara again. “That would impress me. I’d tell you whatever you wanted to know.”
Reno picked up the by-play between them but chose to ignore it. “He’ll have to be registered as a snitch. If word gets out he flipped he’ll be in serious danger in the can. Maybe the Feds can hide him somewhere safe, perhaps the Witness Protection Program.” 
“They do realize that his co-defendants will suspect he has rolled on them if he’s not in court when they are,” Dante offered.
“The prosecutors won’t need his testimony against his co-defendants in the hijacking case. He’ll just disappear. We’ll tell their lawyers he’s also a Federal fugitive to cover the abrupt transfer to another Federal jurisdiction. The Federal prosecutors can offer him the Protection Program to ship him somewhere far away, out of the state.”
“The marshals will pick him up at the jail and we’ll see him at a room in the Foley Square Courthouse,” Clara said.  “He’ll also need his lawyer present to make sure this is all done the right way and the written plea agreement is all above board. For his client’s sake, the lawyer has to keep all this to himself. Fortunately, we know the attorney and he’s always been pretty much of a straight shooter.”
Reno added: “He’s not the usual mob lawyer. Some of them would sell their mother if the price were right. The snitch qualified to get the lawyer from the Federal Assigned Counsel List. They’re usually pretty reliable in these situations as far as keeping their ethics straight.” 
 



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Two
 
A team of detectives from the Queens Narcotics Squad received the assignment to arrest Jamaica Avenue Frank Aguirre and his girlfriend Linda. Their instructions included a directive to seize all his records and close the candy store from which he operated. The order came from the Commanding Officer of the Police Commissioner’s Squad with an additional instruction to deliver the prisoner directly to the District Attorney’s Office on Queens Boulevard. Since the order, as unusual as it sounded, came from the highest levels, the detectives led by their lieutenant, carried it out without question or cavil.
A pair of IAD investigators, together with the Assistant District Attorney who supervised the Public Integrity Section of the office, met the detectives along with Frank and his drug-addicted girl friend Linda in a conference room. With the defendants’ arraignment scheduled for later in the day, the captain from Internal Affairs relieved the narcotics men from further involvement. The ADA gave them written authorization to leave the prisoners in his custody, saying that his own investigators would handle the arraignment when the time came. 
A female investigator from the DA’s office took charge of Linda while Frank remained in the closed and soundproof conference room. In exchange for a promise of leniency from the ADA, Frank happily cooperated with the interrogation, explaining the notations he kept of the cops who extorted money from him and the amounts paid. His written lists, together with the photos taken at his store weeks earlier by Clara O’Shea and her team of DEA technicians provided enough evidence for IAD to make arrests of the offending officers. Frank had guessed correctly that the detectives to whom he had given money came from a downtown squad and not a Narcotics unit. A presentation to the Grand Jury resulted in indictments handed up and the famous Safe, Loft and Truck Squad lost four of its best and most decorated detectives.
An angry Police Commissioner advised his weekly meeting of top commanders, including the Assistant Chief Inspector in charge of the Narcotics Division, that the extortion of a lowly drug dealer in Queens had resulted in another scandal for the department. The newspapers had the information as soon as the detectives appeared for their arraignment in Queens Supreme Court. Distressed by this embarrassment, the Police Commissioner forcefully reiterated to the assembled chiefs that integrity within their units must assume the utmost priority. His highest-ranking commanders needed no reminder that the now infamous theft of a huge shipment of contraband drugs from under their noses at the Property Clerk’s Office had fed a media frenzy for a week. With little progress in the investigation, everyone feared his wrath when he searched for a scapegoat.
Dante knew that the next blow to fall would involve the manager of the Café Madrid and the method by which he had acquired the cocaine he sold to Dante. A strong suspicion existed that those responsible for stealing the narcotics had dealt them to Alejandro. When his arrest took place, he would most assuredly trade the identity of the cops who sold him the material for sentencing consideration. Dante’s thought process turned to his own participation in both the undercover buys from Frank Aguirre and Alejandro Sardo. His certainty of exposure as a confidential informant when his testimony became necessary did little to calm his already frayed nerves. He no longer possessed the official protection due a member of any law enforcement organization. When the Police Commissioner’s Squad disbanded the Operation Rebound team, would he become expendable?
 
The following day, Dante nerved himself sufficiently to extend an invitation to Clara to return her hospitality by preparing dinner for them at his apartment. Accepting the offer, she managed a subtle smile, amused by Dante’s apprehension in the brief moment before she answered. While he awaited her arrival on the evening of the dinner, Dante kept vigil on the street outside the brownstone to assure himself that no surveillance watched the entrance to the building. When Clara arrived, he took her jacket, hung it in a hall closet and handed her a glass of chilled Pouilly Fuisse, a French white wine, and poured one for himself. 
“It’s nice, not too sweet, kind of delicate actually,” Clara commented after taking a sip.
“A dry medium white goes with seafood,” Dante said. “I hope you like fish.”
“That sounds like something I would like, I have no aversion to seafood. What are we having?”
“Let me surprise you,” Dante murmured. “Relax and enjoy the wine for a moment.”
Clara strolled into the living room and looked around. “This is quite comfortable. You’ve done well for having a furnished apartment, I like the way you’ve kept it.”
“You see why I like it here,” Dante answered. “It was worth the risk to move back.  Besides, where else could I entertain guests?”     
“I don’t blame you for not wanting to stay in that rat hole of a rooming house. Just be careful. You are aware that some people who wish you harm know where you live,” Clara answered.
“I do take extra precautions now. Make yourself comfortable while I go back in the kitchen and finish the preparations.”
“I’d rather watch what you do. It’s not often one gets to see a man prepare a gourmet meal.”
While Clara sipped her wine standing by the kitchen table, set with inexpensive plates, cutlery and paper napkins, Dante put the finishing touches on the meal of salad greens with a vinaigrette dressing, risotto in a vegetable broth and filet of flounder poached in a cream sauce of Dante’s own creation.. He served a small scoop of grapefruit sorbet as a first course.
Clara observed carefully as Dante prepared the food with deftness and skill.
“I have to say, I’m impressed,” Clara said with a bemused smile.
Dante glanced over at her, started to speak, but conscious of the delicacy of the moment chose to say nothing, not wanting to risk blurting out something that would spoil the mood.
Pouring more wine for each of them, he held a chair for her to sit at the table and began to serve the sorbet and portion out the salad. Clara also elected to forgo comment; aware of the harm a flippant word could do at such a time. 
“How did you learn to cook like that?” she finally asked.
“I’m European, remember? The skill goes with the culture.”
“I’m sure not every European man knows how to prepare food like that.”
Dante looked across the table at her, his face set in an earnest expression. “I’ve spent a great deal of time alone over the past several years. One learns to develop a hobby. Mine happens to be experimenting with fine cuisine.”
Clara returned his warm gaze. Dante understood that the woman read both the passion and the pain reflected in his eyes as if she could see into the depths of his soul. With his own intuition born of long observation of human behavior, he believed her spirit stirred with a conflicting mixture of empathy, caution and animal attraction. A sudden insight told him that Clara tried to conceal the wounds of a shattered marriage behind a façade of cynicism. Just then, they both stood poised at the edge of a steep precipice. Clara broke off the eye contact with Dante across the table from her. Each realised how fraught with meaning such an intense exchange had become. Clara returned to finishing her meal, letting the fragile exchange pass in silence. 
Dante too looked down at his own partially consumed food and brushed a finger absent-mindedly over the scar under his eye. Then glancing at her once again, he asked after an uncomfortable pause, “More wine?”
 Clara answered, managing a light-hearted chuckle, “Too much wine impairs my libido. Doesn’t it yours?”
Setting the bottle back on the table, Dante swallowed hard. He tried to maintain the bantering the mood. “Too much would, of course. But just a few glasses of vino will warm one’s heart, or so we believe in Italy.”
Clara smiled coyly in response but said nothing. 
“How about dessert and coffee?” he suggested.
“I can’t wait to see what you’ve prepared for dessert after this gourmet meal.”
“Ever had zabaglione?”
“Actually, I haven’t. How is it made?”
Dante went to the refrigerator and extracted two crystal dessert cups, each filled with caramel-colored custard and placed one in front of her. “It’s made by beating together egg yolks, sugar and Marsala wine. When chilled it’s an exquisite complement to any meal.”
“These crystal dessert cups didn’t come with the apartment, did they?” she asked.
Dante grinned again, “I bought them especially for the occasion.”
Clara tasted a small amount of the smooth confection on the end of a dessertspoon. “That’s amazing, Dante. You’re so creative and thoughtful. I really appreciate how much you’ve done to make a splendid banquet.”
Dante murmured thanks in appreciation. “Cappucino?” he offered. “I don’t have the real fixings. Will an instant variety suffice?”
“I love Cappucino, however it’s made. This is all so great, I’m surprised, but I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised at anything you do.”  
When he cleared away the dishes he said, “I’ll do them later. Let’s have our coffee in the living room.”
They took their cups and sat next to each other on the sofa. While they sipped their coffee, an awkward silence hung between them. Placing her cup on the glass-topped coffee table in front of the sofa, Clara reached over and stroked Dante’s beard. “This has got to go,” she murmured with a mischievous intonation.
Dante took her hand and kissed her fingers. “Clara…” he started.
Leaning across, Clara kissed him softly on the lips. “Ssh,” she said. “Don’t say anything.”
He put his arm around her shoulders and returned the kiss gently. The woman looked up at him and smiled.
With his emotions on the verge of spilling out in a torrent he said, “Stay with me, please.”
Clara didn’t answer. She closed her eyes, moved closer and kissed him with greater intensity and passion. All his anxiety and doubt flooded away as they clung to each other in an embrace that spoke a volume without words. 
 
A team of agents from the New York Office of the Drug Enforcement Administration went to the Café Madrid and placed Alejandro Sardo and Miguel the bouncer under arrest for narcotics trafficking. They transported the prisoners to the Federal Courthouse for the Southern District of New York on Foley Square for processing and arraignment. After the judge set high bail for the café manager and released Miguel on a recognizance bond, agents brought the drug dealer to a conference room together with his attorney to begin an intense session of interrogation and bargaining. An Assistant United States Attorney from the Narcotics Unit of the U.S. Attorney’s office entered the room, introduced himself and made a straightforward and forceful offer. In exchange for sentencing consideration after a plea of guilty, Alejandro must disclose the source of the cocaine he sold to their confidential undercover operative. The prosecutor also made clear that a denial of guilt and subsequent trial which would compel disclosure of the identity of the undercover who bought the cocaine, could result in enhanced prison time should a jury find him guilty. Alejandro asked for a brief recess to consult with his lawyer.
News of the arrests spread quickly through the law enforcement community. An understanding existed in certain quarters that if either Jamaica Avenue Frank or Alejandro the café manager flipped and began to cooperate with the authorities, catastrophic consequences could result. Hope lingered that both defendants would observe the unspoken code of silence expected of those charged with serious crimes. In the event that trials would occur, action to sabotage the cases had to take place quickly. The people most concerned about the arrests needed to neutralize the principal witness in each case to insure that the prosecution in each case would fail. Two detectives assigned to the SIU received an urgent telephone call and rushed to carry out their orders. 
 
Upon hearing the news, Dante visited the Rebound office to receive the details of the arrests of the two dealers from whom he had purchased drugs. Reno warned him that these events had stirred the hornet’s nest and cautioned increased vigilance on Dante’s part. 
“Somebody might try to take you out of the equation to save those two pushers. We’ve already had two homicides connected with this mess. Just don’t take any chances.”
Dante assured the detective that he would not intentionally place himself at risk. Still confident that his identity remained secret, Dante relied on using the rear entrance to his brownstone and continued his furtive daily routine unaware that someone had already betrayed him. 
 



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Three
 
The Corrections staff at the facility where the accused hijacker remained incarcerated provided an interrogation room at the request of the Rebound team to question him about his offer to cooperate. Clara and Reno brought recording equipment, notified his attorney of the planned questioning and called the U.S. Attorney’s Office that had asked to have a representative present. The New York Field Office of the FBI sent one of their Assistant Special Agents in Charge from their Organized Crime Task Force to sit in on the interview. They intended to expand the questioning of the hijacker into areas of their own concern after Clara concluded.
Prison officers brought the suspect from his cell and Clara began by introducing herself.  Clara: “I’m Detective Clara O’Shea from the Police Commissioner’s Office and I will record this interview.” 
The prisoner, short, wiry, with an unkempt shock of mixed gray hair and narrow pinched features, darted his eyes furtively around the table at the people assembled there. His facial appearance had earned him the mob nickname, “Mikey the Weasel”
The recording began with the usual preliminaries, Clara noting the date and time and listing those present. 
Det. O’Shea: “Mr De Rosa, please identify yourself for the tape.”
De Rosa: “My name is Michael La Rosa; everybody calls me Mikey.” 
Det. O’Shea: “Mr La Rosa, are you acquainted with the people who you believe recently purchased a large quantity of narcotics from members of the New York City Police Department?”
La Rosa glanced at his counsel who reassured him that he had an agreement in writing from the Federal prosecutor that they could use nothing from the recorded interrogation against him. His only jeopardy from the questioning would stem from not giving truthful answers. With a Federal prosecutor and a Federal agent present, the prisoner needed to know that false statements given to Federal authorities constituted a crime. Reassured La Rosa looked back at Clara and answered.
La Rosa: “Yeah, it was Jimmy Bats and his crew, guys I used to run with.”
Det. O’ Shea: “Do you mean the man named Girolamo Costa?”
La Rosa: “Yeah, that guy. We all knew him as Jimmy Bats, he wuz a underboss, the guy in charge of our crew.”
Det. O’ Shea: “You left his crew?”
La Rosa: “Jimmy was a pig. Greedy bastard, he cut some of us outta the money he got from selling the junk. He made sure some of the dough went up to the line to the guys who were over him though, he wuzn’t dumb enough to cut out the big bosses in the family. When he screwed us like that, some of us put up a beef. The capo let us go to another crew.”
Det. O’ Shea: “When did this sale take place?”
La Rosa: “Somebody higher up fronted him part of the cash so Jimmy had the buy money ready soon as the stuff came available; just a few days after the cops stole it.”
Det. O’Shea: “Who did he sell it to?”
La Rosa: “Some guys from outta town. That stuff disappeared fast. He kept a few keys back too, sold it locally. He didn’t do the cocaine, though. Some cops sold that somewhere locally, I think.”  
Det. O’Shea: “Do you know how much money changed hands in this deal?”
La Rosa: “I dunno. Close to a mil, I hear. That’s just it, why some of us wuz pissed off at him. He kept the deal close, only some of the guys close to him got any of his share. That’s why me and some of the other guys jumped his crew. He should’a split it up wit’ us.”
Det. O’ Shea: “Are you aware that Mr Costa is dead?”
La Rosa: “Yeah, sure I know. It wuz only a matter’a time before somebody whacked him. Jimmy pulled crap like that alla time. He used money we earned for him from the rackets to buy the stuff from the cops. Then cut a bunch of us outta the deal. That’s why so many guys were pissed off at him, cheap bastard.”
Det. O’Shea: “Do you know who actually killed him?”
La Rosa: “Nah, I ain’t sure, that wasn’t somethin’ anybody talked about. I heard whoever it wuz, wuzn’t in one of the local mobs.”
Det. O’ Shea: “Did they bring in somebody from out of town?”
La Rosa: “I dunno that either; just heard it wuzn’t local talent.”
Det. O’ Shea: “Were you aware that he had made arrangements with someone else to sell the heroin again, the heroin he no longer had in his possession?”
La Rosa: “I heard somethin’ about that. Supposedly, he had a pigeon from outta state with ready cash. They were gonna stick the guy up, grab his buy money, shoot him and then dump him inna river. Another pile of cash Jimmy wouldn’t have divvied up.”
Det. O’ Shea: “We’re going to need a list of names. That is everyone in Costa’s crew, those who left and those who chose to stay.”
La Rosa: “I don’t wanna rat on none of the guys. I thought I wuz just gonna talk about sellin’ the drugs.”
Det. O’Shea: “You are under obligation by the terms of your written agreement with the U.S. Attorney’s Office to provide information concerning any criminal activities of which you have knowledge.”
La Rosa looked at his lawyer once again. “I don’t wanna talk about none of that stuff, that wuzn’t the deal.”
His court-assigned attorney spoke: “Mr La Rosa, you read and signed the agreement and said you understood it. It’s not a good idea to refuse to answer questions now. In order to escape the consequences of your own conduct you must continue to cooperate.”
Det. O’Shea: “Mr La Rosa, we’re investigating two murders, one of which is that of is a New York City Police detective, in addition to the theft of a large amount of contraband evidence from the Police Department. Your agreement with the U.S. Attorney states that no one will call you as a witness in any criminal trial. The United States Marshal’s Service will provide you with Protected Witness status; but all that depends on you giving truthful answers to our questions here today. It’s not a good idea to stall at this moment. You don’t want the prosecutor to cancel your agreement. Please tell us who else worked with you in Costa’s crew.”
The prisoner heaved a deep sigh of resignation and began to list the names of members of the criminal gang with whom he had committed so many crimes. Having served a sentence in state prison earlier in his life, he had no desire to repeat the experience. As a previously convicted felon, he knew he could anticipate a more lengthy term of Federal imprisonment if convicted of the hijacking of an interstate motor carrier.
When he finished reciting names, Clara pressed him on one important issue.
Det. O’ Shea: “Mr La Rosa, are you sure you have nothing further to add as to the identity of the people who shot and killed Detective Willis Beamon and the Organized Crime member Girolamo Costa?”
Mikey La Rosa stared fixedly at the tabletop at which he sat. His hands folded in front of him, he let several seconds pass without answering. Then he asked: “Can cops find me if I’m in Witness Protection?”
Everyone’s eyes fastened on the AUSA sitting across from the prisoner. They awaited an answer to the question. The Federal prosecutor said. “No one will be able to find you as long as you obey the guidelines set out for you by the Marshals. You’ll have a new identity and be some place far from here. No one there will know who you are.”
La Rosa sighed once again and clenched his hands together until his knuckles whitened.
La Rosa: “I heard a whisper it wuz cops. Maybe the same guys who swiped the stuff from the PD.”
For a moment, silence fell over the room. 
La Rosa: “I can’t say for sure and don’t remember who said it, but there wuz a rumor
goin’ around that two bulls, maybe from narcotics, hired hit men from the mob.”
Det. O’ Shea: “Is that the extent of your knowledge of these matters, Mr La Rosa?”
La Rosa: “Yeah, I ain’t got nuthin’ else, believe me.”
Clara looked around at everyone around the table, “Anyone else have questions of Mr La Rosa?”
When no one responded, she announced the time and said, “This recording is now closed,” and snapped off the machine.
 
The following day, the two detectives now under suspicion as the principal conspirators in the effort to neutralize Dante, requested back up from other members of the SIU. Divided into teams and posted around the block where Dante lived, the secondary units believed that they conducted an authorized stakeout. Unaware that the target of their surveillance functioned as a legitimate operative for law enforcement, the back-up teams deployed according to instructions from the lead team. 
Using the alleyway egress from his dwelling Dante left on foot headed to a local grocery mart to buy food. One of the pairs of observers, strategically situated to cover all approaches to and exits from the brownstone, identified Dante from a description they had received and radioed to the lead team.
“Team one to team three, suspect on foot on Madison Avenue, just exited from an alley behind his house.”
“10-4, team one, we’ll pick him up. Teams one and two may secure from surveillance.”
Despite the unusual nature of the request, both two-man units of the stakeout detail acknowledged their instructions by radio and left. All assumed that their colleagues wanted to apprehend the subject without help from them for their own best reasons. The two detectives who had given the order by radio left their car and hastened to the avenue where they might spot Dante. They saw him waiting to cross the avenue at a corner traffic light and rushed up behind him. Dante turned to face them as soon as they approached. The light of recognition dawned immediately. His two assailants from the Battery Park incident each took him by an arm.
“Don’t get stupid,” one of them said. “You’re under arrest.”
Dante froze for a moment but realised that they would look for an opportunity to do him harm. His first thought became, “These might be the same two who have tailed me from the beginning. They’re emboldened now to attempt an arrest.”
“Come with us nice and easy and you won’t get hurt,” the second detective murmured.
After a quick pat down they snapped handcuffs on him and began to lead him around the corner to where they had left their unmarked car. A few passersby stopped to stare at the obvious arrest taking place, most chose to walk briskly past. Sitting him in the back seat of their car, they drove immediately to the nearest stationhouse. A sense of relief surged through Dante knowing that the two cops meant to carry out the arrest legitimately and a quiet sigh of thanks escaped his lips, his spirit buoyed that he didn’t have the confiscated pistol strapped to his ankle. “This could have been much worse,” he thought. His possession of an unregistered weapon would constitute a serious crime, the consequences exacerbated at arraignment by his phony criminal record in New Mexico.
Brought before the desk officer inside the precinct, Dante heard for the first time the charge they proposed to level against him. 
The first detective, displaying his shield, said: “We’re from SIU, Lieutenant. We have one arrest for assault on a police officer. We’ll take him upstairs for processing.”
Dante knew better than to protest or question the detectives, but understood that the arrest involved retaliation for his overpowering them in the men’s room weeks earlier. Sensing the aura of official approval in the confident way they conducted themselves, he learned their identity from glancing at the paper work they prepared. Detectives Tenety and Baylor evinced the customary air of satisfaction at having completed their assigned task while at the same time exacting revenge on the quarry who had so often eluded them and had ultimately caused them injury and embarrassment.
When they completed the formal tasks of in-processing, Dante asked:  “May I make one phone call?”    
The two arresting officers conducted themselves in a business-like routine which reinforced Dante’s belief that they operated under strictures from a superior officer to avoid any appearance of abuse of a prisoner or his rights. They took care to read to him from a “Miranda” rights card and had him sign it. Dante fervently hoped they wouldn’t search his apartment and find the confiscated .25 automatic he had wrested from them during the altercation in Battery Park. He expected they would need a search warrant for that purpose and might have difficulty sustaining the requisite probable cause to have one signed by a judge.
“You’re entitled to one call to obtain counsel. The phone’s on the desk. Make it a local call and hurry up,” one of them snapped.
When he dialed the number of the Rebound office, a recording of Clara’s voice came on the line with her usual terse greeting. Dante spoke quickly and uttered a brief message. “I’m at the 17th Precinct, need a lawyer.”
Before the two arresting officers could deduce the nature of the call, Dante hung up, not wishing to disclose to the two men who held him in custody anyone to whom he had official connection. He surmised that somehow they already knew he functioned in some authorized capacity. The maneuver these detectives had just carried out had the covert purpose of discrediting him. For the fourth time in his life, Dante had to endure the humiliation of arrest and hear the steel bars of a detention cell clang shut behind him. Twice before he had undergone arrest as part of an undercover role, however on a more tragic occasion he had merited the criminal charge and the terror of the prospect of lengthy incarceration. Dante recalled with a shudder the overeager integrity sting run by the people who had then employed him and had ensnared him in its web. With a smart attorney and a turn of good fortune, he had escaped the worst consequences of his mistake.  
Not long after the ominous sound of heavy steel closing behind him echoed in Dante’s brain, the officer in charge of the cellblock unlocked the door to the detention area and admitted Clara and Reno. Dante rose from his wooden bench at their appearance and walked to the bars. With a rueful grin, he said: “Just what I had hoped to avoid. This is starting to become a habit.”
Clara and Dante touched fingers through the bars. She returned his wistful smile. In a gesture that had become habit, Dante rubbed his index finger along the scar on his cheekbone. Clara had grown to recognize it as an indication of his distress.  
Reno said: “We sure know now who these two crooked detectives are. I realize you’ve paid a price for your undercover role, Dante. This is not how we envisioned the operation to play out.”
“I have a feeling a judge will set high bail when he sees my bogus record from New Mexico, it’s got me looking like a convicted felon,” Dante said with the sound of dejection in his voice.
“We’ve already spoken to the Deputy Inspector,” Clara assured him. “Here’s what we’ll do, since we got you into this mess: we’ll use money from the office emergency fund to hire a bail bondsman right away. We think it would be best if you use Legal Aid at your arraignment, we don’t want to trust a private attorney and you don’t have that kind of cash on hand. We’ll be in court for your arraignment and get you out immediately.”
Crestfallen, Dante leaned the top of his head against the bars and stared at the floor at his feet. “I know you’ll do the best you can, but the charge will be felonious assault on police officers. This is a big mess.”
Reno said: “When we close our case on the two nitwits who collared you and whoever else is involved in this game, there won’t be any witnesses left to testify against you. They set you up with this charge to discredit you as a witness in the drug sales. That much we’ve already guessed.”
Clara added: “They’ve outsmarted themselves this time. Once the Feds turn the manager of the Café Madrid, this conspiracy will take another direction. Your arrest tells us that they are desperate and so is whoever pulls the strings. Sit tight, we’ll get you out soon.”
Reno looked genuinely remorseful. “I’m sorry, pal. We realize you did the best you could. We don’t blame you for anything. The boss is pleased with what you’ve accomplished so far, and by extension so is his boss, the Commissioner.”
Dante looked up and made eye contact with Clara. He smiled wanly, “See you in court, as we say in the trade.”
Reno caught the nuanced looks they exchanged but chose to say by way of encouragement, “We’ll be there, chin up.”
 Dante sat back down on the wooden bench and called after them, “Sure thing, cheerio till then.”
Before his arraignment in Manhattan Criminal Court, Clara used a recess in the proceedings to speak to the Legal Aid attorney assigned to the part to brief him on Dante’s status and his value to her in a sensitive undercover operation. The Operation Rebound team no longer needed to conceal Dante’s role as an informant. His arrest indicated to Reno and Clara that someone had leaked his identity. Once aware of Dante’s role, the injured detectives had then seized the opportunity to take him into custody. 
When Dante came before the judge the following morning, the Legal Aid lawyer asked for a side bar conference to disclose what he knew to the Assistant District Attorney and the court pursuant to his bail request and out of the hearing of everyone else in the room. The judge agreed to set reasonable bail but refused to consider outright release in view of the criminal record that accompanied the court papers. A bail bondsman hired to file the surety bond prepared the necessary paper work; the clerk’s office processed the release documents and Dante left the court building with Reno and Clara.
 



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Four
 
Reno offered to drive Dante home to shower and change clothes. Even though his exposure in court had compromised much of the secrecy surrounding Dante’s identity, they continued to use the rear access to the brownstone building. Reno waited for him in the kitchen sipping a cup of instant coffee. When Dante finished, he drove him back downtown. Tired but refreshed and after a quick lunch in the office, Dante received a briefing from the Rebound team. Reno brought him current concerning what had taken place while he languished in the stationhouse cell and the court holding pens awaiting his appearance before the judge. 
“First, the happy news,” Reno said, ”we learned that in exchange for lenient treatment in court for his crimes, Frank Aguirre, the Jamaica Avenue drug dealer, identified the Safe and Loft detectives who had extorted money from him. Next, Alejandro Sardo, the manager of the Café Madrid made bail and remains at liberty still weighing the proposal put to him by the U.S. Attorney’s Office to disclose his illegal narcotics transactions with members of the Police Department.”
“At least something good is coming out of those drug buys,” Dante observed.
Reno continued, “Internal Affairs has notified us that Vito Penza, acting in his role as their informant, had turned in the money he received from Dante. The informant said he had suspected a set-up when in contact with the man he knew as Ricardo, but decided to play along with the apparent payoff under the belief that someone would later arrest you for bribery. When Penza handed in the $500 you gave him in Patsy’s Restaurant, his handlers lost an opportunity to apply pressure on him during an interrogation about his complicity in criminal conduct. Penza insisted that he knew nothing of the theft of the 100 kilos or any other malfeasance on the part of other members of the SIU.”
“I don’t think that’s true,” Dante commented, “but go ahead.”
 Under the impression that Dante, known to him as Ricardo Mendez, actually engaged in illicit activities, Penza wanted credit for providing evidence for Ricardo’s arrest for bribery. However, the IAD investigators, who ran Penza as what they euphemistically termed a “field associate”, told him he neared the end of his usefulness if he didn’t provide more information about wrongdoing within the Narcotics Division. The detective-turned-informant promised to make a better effort at getting closer to his colleagues whom he suspected of dealings with members of Organized Crime. For the Operation Rebound team the attempt to ensnare Vito Penza in conduct that they hoped would sustain probable cause for a wiretap order on his telephone, had not accomplished the desired result.
“We may be chasing the wrong dog,” Reno said. “Maybe Penza shouldn’t be our principal target.”
“Perhaps not our principal one,” Dante answered, “but I’m still convinced he’s got something to do with how this case is panning out.”
“The next question,” Clara asked, “is how are these two detectives able to spend time following Dante and still perform their other duties? Besides, no one questioned how they sustained the injuries that Dante inflicted on them.”
“True,” Reno joined in, “I’m beginning to agree with Dante, something smells about all this, even worse than we first thought. The Federal prosecutor tells me that Alejandro Sardo the café manager is under no pressure to give up anyone while he’s out on bail. That may change when faced with a lengthy jail sentence. It’s not as if he has to risk squealing on the mob. His ass would be seriously on the line in that case. They’d get him no matter where he was. With cops, it’s different, less risk. Cops usually don’t have the reach to influence what happens inside prison.”
“Speaking of whacking people,” Dante added, “it would be interesting to know who pulled the trigger on Detective Beamon and who dumped Jimmy Bats in the river with a hole in his head.”
“The snitch gave us a rumor that it was at the behest of the same two birds that just arrested you. Could be, I wouldn’t doubt it for a minute,” Clara said.
Dante added with a note of cynicism, “Nothing would surprise me.”
“I guess not, after all you’ve seen,” Reno noted. 
 
After the DEA technician had transcribed the tape, Reno and Clara met to review the statement given by Mikey La Rosa at the Federal Detention Facility. They invited Dante to sit in and offer any input into the planning of the next stage of the investigation. With Dante’s background, expertise and the level of experience he brought to undercover work he had earned the trust of the two detectives assigned to handle him as a confidential informant. 
“It’s become apparent that the same two detectives that arrested you may be the main participants in the crimes we’re trying to solve,” Reno said. “We just need to make sure that when we do nail them, we have them right.”
Dante spoke up: “It just seems odd to me with this going on right now in a sensitive unit like the SIU that no one else has knowledge of any wrongdoing. You should press Penza harder for information. My gut tells me that he’s more cunning than we expect of him. One other thing nags at me: somebody is protecting those two detectives. Now we know their names, Baylor and Tenety. It just seems they run loose without anyone calling their conduct into question.”
“You think a boss is involved?” Clara asked.
“All I’m saying is, there’s something more than two rogue detectives at work here,” Dante replied. “You have a solid lead after talking to that guy in Federal custody.” 
“We have to be careful about trying to base a prosecution on information we get from a jailhouse snitch like La Rosa,” Clara said. 
Reno agreed, “It’s a place to start, but I wouldn’t want to use his testimony in a trial, and neither would a competent prosecutor.”
Dante added: “Let’s try to figure out a way to use what he told us and develop our own evidence.”
“Great idea,” Clara said, “how would we do that?”
“With guys like that, we’d have to provoke them into making a mistake that we can catch them at, in other words, set a trap for them,” Reno added.
Dante smiled ruefully. “I know you two are looking at me. I’d be the bait, I guess.”
“Absolutely not,” Clara insisted with emphasis. “You’ve been placed in enough jeopardy already.”
Her words and emphasis startled both Dante and Reno. “Easy girl, nobody said anything about sacrificing Dante,” Reno said, gesturing with his hands in a defensive manner.     
Dante’s throat tightened and his heart pounded. Could he hope to believe that Clara cared enough about him to utter those words in such an emphatic manner? Clara almost blushed, surprised at her own sudden outburst and what it seemed to imply. Dante chose to remain silent rather than risk drawing unnecessary attention to an awkward moment. 
“What I meant was,” Clara explained, “we now believe those two detectives may be our killers by proxy. If they get desperate enough they could arrange to kill again.”
“We understand what you meant. Nothing is worth placing someone’s life in peril for the sake of solving a crime,” Reno reassured her.
Reno had begun to suspect that more than a professional relationship had blossomed between his partner and the undercover. Unsure of exactly what had transpired between the woman and the former agent, he decided, unless he misread the signs, to leave the two to their budding romance. Rather than make an issue of it, he chose to remain silent unless their affair began to interfere with the investigation. Except for their law enforcement duties, they both led almost solitary existences. A mutual attraction between them seemed inevitable. Reno cared most especially that Dante came to no more harm 
 When the meeting concluded, Dante indicated he wanted to go home, which for him had now become a dangerous trip to venture alone. With insufficient proof to take action against Baylor and Tenety, Reno voiced aloud his concern about Dante’s safety, lest they decide finally to kill him and end the threat he posed completely.
Clara spoke up, “I’m armed and well-trained. Why don’t I drive Dante home?”
Struggling to keep a smile from creasing his face, Reno said, “Dante does need a bodyguard, might as well be you.” 
 
Reno contacted Deputy Inspector Zakowsky and arranged to have him listen to the tape of the jail interview of the accused hijacker and brief him on the charge of assault on a police officer brought against Dante. The evidence had begun to accumulate against the two detectives now suspected of complicity in the murder of Willis Beamon and the theft of the one hundred kilos. The Deputy Inspector had suspicions of his own and asked for a meeting with the Chief of Internal Affairs and the Chief of the Narcotics Division. 
Assistant Chief Inspector Thomas Hanratty, commanding officer of the Narcotics Division, held a personal animus toward Deputy Inspector Zakowsky motivated by having someone of inferior rank given the task of investigating members of his unit. If the shadow of guilt fell on someone in the Narcotics Division, it would by extension, make him ultimately responsible. The Chief found numerous excuses to avoid a meeting with the Deputy and the Chief of Internal Affairs whom he also disliked, harboring long festering grievances. As an old friend of the Police Commissioner, Chief Hanratty ruled his fiefdom at Narcotics with a lofty disdain for anyone but his immediate superiors, the Chief of Detectives and the Commissioner himself.
The theft of the contraband from the Property Clerk’s Office, when he spoke about it publicly, had caused him severe embarrassment since suspicion soon pointed to detectives within Narcotics who yet remained unidentified. His resentment at having the investigation removed from his division manifested itself in attempts to obstruct the efforts of the team from the Police Commissioner’s Squad assigned to solve the crime. His anger had apparently reached the boiling point at the murder of Detective Beamon. Now the Queens Homicide Squad, Internal Affairs and the Operation Rebound team all had become involved in poking around in his domain, causing a significant drop-off in arrests and closed cases. Mistrust and hostility fostered by suspicions among his investigators had led to lowered morale that further enhanced his resentment.
When the Chief discovered that the Federal Drug Enforcement people had sent a civilian informant as part of the team looking into the disappearance of the missing heroin, with barely controlled fury, he complained to the Commissioner. The Commissioner placated him by saying that he wanted to avoid the slightest hint of conflict of interest due to the sensitivity of the investigation and the intense scrutiny by Federal authorities whose evidence had gone missing. This explanation did nothing to appease Chief Hanratty who only curbed his outward displeasure to deter the Commissioner from replacing him and forcing his retirement.        
 
When the office closed for the evening, Clara announced she would drive Dante home. Taking the department auto from where she had parked it, with Dante as a passenger, Clara began to take a route different from that which would take him to his apartment. Dante glanced at her quizzically but said nothing. 
A sly smile curled Clara’s lips. “Why don’t we get take-out and eat at my place?” she suggested.
Dante turned in his seat to face her. He grinned widely, “That’s the best idea I’ve heard all week. What shall we order?”
Stopping for a traffic light, Clara met his eyes with a frank look of her own. Dante saw the desire in her glance. “Does it matter?” she asked.
With his most engaging warm smile in return, he answered, “No, I don’t suppose it does.” He hesitated a moment and asked: “By the way, do you think Reno is aware of us — how shall I phrase it — becoming friendly?”
Clara continued to weave her way through the late afternoon traffic. After a pause of her own she said, “He’s a big boy. He knows what goes on. As long as the job gets done and we don’t let it screw us up, he won’t care.” Concentrating on her driving, Clara let a look of faint amusement drift across her features. 
In keeping with the light-hearted mood Dante said, “I’m up for Chinese, what do you think?”
The woman detective glanced sideways at him, “Chinese — seriously? That’s all you can think of?”
Dante laughed, “Just pulling your chain, lady. I’ve got other things on my mind and it isn’t egg foo yung.” 
“Shall we think about food later, then?” Clara asked.
Dante’s heart pounded wildly in his chest. “Yes,” murmured, “let’s think about food later.”
 



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Five
 
The following morning, while Clara drove him back to his apartment, Dante began to reflect on the consequences of having a woman detective as an escort wherever he went. Believing the involvement with her would cause him to lose his edge as a lone wolf undercover operative, a conflict began to manifest itself within him. A serious romance with a woman police officer would affect his entire future. Despite his deep feelings about Clara, Dante caught himself studying her looking for flaws. Her face just then, seemed to him pinched and ashen. Did he search for a reason to distance himself from her when Operation Rebound wound to a close?  Would having her with him when he performed his undercover duties place her in jeopardy? Sick at heart about his quandary, Dante allowed his emotions to cloud his face. 
Clara glanced over at him. “Is there something biting you?”
Dante’s anguish bubbled to the surface. “I don’t know if this is a good idea for either of us.”
Braking for a stop light, Clara bristled. “You’ve got some nerve. We get this far and you get cold feet?”
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it that way,” he croaked through a clenched throat, immediately regretting his unwonted candor.
“How did you mean it? You’re having second thoughts? What’s the matter, I don’t measure up to some of your old flames?”
“Stop barking at me,” he growled. “I said I’m sorry. That’s not what I meant.”
Her temper rising, Clara snarled in return: “Why don’t you just get out and walk the rest of the way. It’s not far, I’m sure you can manage on your own from here.”
Pulling the car to the curb, she reiterated her dismissal in a harsh tone, “Hit the trail, pal. I’ll see you at the office.”
Without a word, Dante slammed the car door as he left and stalked away toward home, seething at her snappishness. His chagrin focused partly on his own lack of tact given his awareness of her sharp-edged personality. “I could have handled that better,” he thought with a rueful hake of his head.  
  
When the team next assembled at the office, the tension in the air imparted a glacial atmosphere. Reno resisted the impulse to chide his partner and their operative. Instead, he turned to the immediate problem of Dante’s pending court case and the impact it would have on the investigation.
“For the time being, Dante, stay in the office and catch up on your reports. “I’m going to make an appointment with the Bureau Chief of the unit in the DA’s office that will be handling your prosecution. I’ll ask Deputy Inspector Zakowsky to go with me. We’ll try to blunt the effect of your getting arrested and how it might taint your testimony in the drug sale cases you made.”
Dante tried to justify once again what prompted the fracas in the Battery Park men’s room.
“A plausible explanation,” Reno replied, “but it’s hard to explain why you injured two detectives who could claim they targeted you as a suspect. Officially, you have a criminal record. The background to all this has to be explained to an Assistant DA.”
Through this colloquy, Clara sat grim-faced working at her typewriter and made no comment.
Reno continued: “We can’t let you roam around now unprotected and unarmed, Dante. I’m going to be busy for the next few days with trying to pull this mess together. Clara will have to escort you to and from wherever you go.”     
Dante glanced over at Clara who remained impassive, as if she hadn’t heard the conversation the two men carried on within earshot. A wave of regret passed through him at not employing more tact in his last conversation with her. If circumstances of work would throw them together, perhaps he could find a way to mend fences. More than his own personal sense of loss, he punished himself for offending the woman who had accepted him into her heart. 
“I’ll be okay,” he said to Reno. “I’ll just make sure to take extra precautions.”
“Dante,” Reno replied, “we don’t need any more disasters. I don’t want to have to answer for anything else happening to you.”
Clara looked up from her typewriter. “Stop being a jerk for once, Dante. You heard what the man said. I’m your temporary bodyguard, get over the macho crap,” she snarled.
“Same old Clara, this is why office romances are a bad idea,” Dante thought, choosing not to say anything that would add to the awkward climate in the office at that moment. Reno flicked his eyes from one to the other but made no further comment. Clara returned to her report writing and said without looking up: “Don’t leave the office without checking with one of us first.”
Dante shrugged. “I’m in no position to object. I created this mess myself,” he brooded, not articulating his words openly in his forlorn state of mind. 
When they closed the office for the day, Clara marched grim-faced and wordless to the unmarked car she drove. Dante tagged along behind with all the enthusiasm of a whipped puppy.
Riding in the passenger’s seat, he made a desperate effort to initiate a conversation. “I’ve been a jerk,” he began.
“No argument there,” Clara snapped.
Dante exhaled loudly, puffing the air between pursed lips. “I deserved that. All I can say is I’m sorry. I know it sounds lame, but I…”
“What’s wrong with you?” Clara asked. “Must you go through life screwing everything up?”
“You’re right to be angry. I feel so stupid for saying the things I did. I can never seem to get out of my own way.”
“Let’s drop it, all right? What’s past is past. We’ll get on with the job and do what we have to do to wind up this investigation.”
Dante lapsed into a crestfallen silence. Given what he knew about her personality, he realised it wouldn’t take much to trigger another harsh response from her. Clara braked the car to the curb near Dante’s brownstone. He started to open the door.
 “I’ll be here early tomorrow,” Clara told him with her curt manner. “When you see the car, get in quickly. Don’t leave the building until I arrive.”
The temptation to reply, “Yes, ma’am,” crossed his mind, but he elected not to employ words that would sound like sarcasm. With an imperceptible nod, he closed the car door behind him. His own tendency to petulance and impulsiveness had caused the friction between himself and the woman detective. Since they had first met, he had recognized the hard edges of her personality and could only console himself with the thought that given both their natures, a blow-up between them became almost inevitable. Trudging up the outside stairs, he unlocked the front door of the brownstone. When he entered his apartment, the realisation dawned that an empty home and a solitary meal held no charm for him. In his bedroom closet he unlocked a small metal box and extracted the .25 automatic that he had confiscated during the altercation in the restroom in Battery Park. With the holster strapped to his ankle and the weapon inserted, Dante left the apartment, clattered down the three flights of stairs to the basement and exited into the alley behind his building. At the Park Avenue end of the littered passageway, he paused to scan the street in both directions as far as his range of vision could extend. After a several minutes pause, satisfying himself that no obvious surveillance awaited his appearance, he walked to the nearest small restaurant to have a quick meal. While he ate, his thoughts turned to what next move might bring him closer to resolving the question of who stole the evidence drugs and murdered Detective Beamon and Girolamo ‘Jimmy Bats’ Costa. Jimmy Bats had precipitated his own demise by violating the protocol of mob families that dictated a fair distribution of illicit earnings among those who helped earn them, as well as with one’s immediate superiors in the gangster hierarchy. Dante had less concern about Jimmy’s murderers than that of the detective, and contented himself with the knowledge that Manhattan South Homicide had the mobster’s case under investigation. 
His meal finished, he hailed a cab and directed the driver to the Motor Vehicle Impound Yard. The open-ended authorisation he possessed to use impounded evidence vehicles during his assignment to Operation Rebound remained folded in his wallet. Reno had forgotten to rescind it when Dante no longer had a need to drive for purposes of their investigation. At the Impound Yard, the staff found a serviceable car for him to drive. He drove through the gate and headed for Brooklyn and O’Malley’s bar. 
After finding a suitable parking space on Schermerhorn Street, Dante stood for moments outside the door of O’Malley’s and scanned the faces inside. His expectation that SIU detectives still spent leisure time there bore fruit. Vito Penza sat at a booth in conversation with two men that Dante recognized — his recent antagonists, Detectives Baylor and Tenety. After slipping through the front door, he positioned himself behind the partition that divided the bar into two sections. From there he could observe the booth where the three men sat, making certain that they could not see him. The familiar intuition that had served him so well in the past seemed to return. It told him that with Baylor and Tenety in contact with the supposed pariah Penza meant that the intrigue among these detectives had become more convoluted than he first suspected.
Some of the pieces of the puzzle began to fall into place. An arctic chill crept up his spine at the realization of the depth and sinister nature of the conspiracy that involved not only the theft of evidence but the murder of a fellow officer and possibly Jimmy Bats, as well.    
Dante reasoned that this meeting among the three detectives might provide enough probable cause to bring Vito Penza in for interrogation if not tap his telephone. Making his observation known to Reno and Clara would precipitate more criticism in the Rebound office concerning his inability to follow instructions since they had told him to stay out of sight and not venture out alone. Dante began to believe in his innermost heart that he neared the end of his desire to continue to function as a law enforcement operative in any capacity. Whatever his own future might hold, he had a responsibility to bring this information to the attention of the investigators with whom he worked and face the consequences later. 
Reno had made it clear that the DEA would require a complete report and recommendation concerning Dante’s performance during his role as a confidential informant. Much depended on whether his seeing the three detectives in apparent collusion advanced the investigation and what interpretation Reno placed on this Dante’s most recent venture.   
Pondering his next move, a wave of regret and sadness suddenly ran through him like a bitter potion. Clara had come to mean more to him than he first admitted. By alienating her, he had once again emptied his life of real meaning. Nothing left to do now but face both detectives and bring his suspicions to them. They could use the intelligence as they saw fit and level whatever criticism as seemed appropriate.      
A glance at his watch told him that the Rebound office had secured for the day. Time enough tomorrow to address with Reno and Clara what he had just observed. Distracted for the moment, Dante missed seeing Vito Penza leave the booth and start back toward the men’s room. Penza glanced around as he passed Dante and their eyes met. Without an outward acknowledgement, the detective strode past to his destination, but Dante understood he should leave the bar immediately before he became embroiled in another embarrassing confrontation. 
During the return trip to Manhattan, Dante used the car’s rear view mirror to determine whether Baylor and Tenety had followed him. With the car returned to the West Side Impound Yard, Dante made the long trek on foot cross-town to his brownstone, using the shadows of the evening and hugging the building line to avoid surveillance.
In the morning, Dante arranged to arrive at the office early. Arriving just as Reno unlocked the door, he had time to spell out hastily what his visit to O’Malley’s had revealed. 
Dante continued before Reno could utter a reprimand for roaming around without backup. “I know what you’re going to say, Reno, but I can’t stay cooped up like that. Clara and I had cross words. I don’t feel comfortable being with her just now, and I don’t think she does either.”
“Of course you realize the folly of having an office romance,” Reno began. “Both of you should know better. I understand how these things come about. Secondly, I won’t make an issue of your going off alone because you’ve turned up something that may lead to a break in the investigation. I suggest, however, that you make peace with Clara and not go off on nocturnal forays without escort. When this case wraps up you can each go your own way.”
“I promise I’ll be humble and apologise — again. I’ll notify her when I feel the need to leave my house,” Dante answered.
“All right, ‘nuff said on the subject,” Reno said, “I’ll bring your info up with the Deputy Inspector, see what he wants to do about it. I needn’t mention that you’ve gone against instructions from this office. No sense causing further confusion, it’s just a good thing nothing else happened to you. You say you think Penza saw you?”
“I know he did. He passed me as I looked at my watch while on his way to the men’s room.”
“That’s all the more reason for you to keep your head down. Who knows what that bunch is up to.”
“I understand, but I hate to put Clara in the way if balloon goes up and they decide to use violence.”
“She’s a cop, Dante. It comes with the territory. You know that as well as anyone. Just let her do her job. Clara knows what to do.”
The door to the office opened and closed as Clara came in. “What does Clara know?” she asked, having heard the tail end of Reno’s last sentence.
“I’m just in the process of trying to convince Dante to listen to good advice. I said you knew what you were doing and he’ll need you to stay close to him when he’s not in the office or home.”
Ignoring Dante, Clara addressed Reno. “Why, what’s he done now?”
Reno could barely suppress a chuckle. “It isn’t funny, but Dante took a ride over to O’Malley’s and saw Vito Penza in conversation with our two suspects, Baylor and Tenety. The good news is we may be able to get the boss to authorize having Penza in for questioning or perhaps tap his home phone.”
Dante spoke up. “I was just in the process of trying to make amends to Reno. I had a gut feeling last evening and got too antsy to stay home.”
“And you didn’t think to call me like you were told,” Clara snapped.
Dante gritted his teeth to prevent a harsh retort at her speaking to him as if he were a child.
Reno interrupted: “I told Dante to bury whatever hatchet there is here and use more discretion for as long as this case lasts. I have to get over to see Zakowsky about this and then I have an appointment with an Assistant DA about Dante’s court case. Try not to scratch each other’s eyes out while I’m gone.”
Dante waited until Reno left and turned to the woman detective.” Can I apologize for being a jerk again?”
Clara exhaled loudly and said: “A cup of black coffee would go a long way toward enhancing your apology. That doesn’t mean, however, we pick up where we left off.”
Dante smiled inwardly, understanding that she might relent and let him out of the metaphorical doghouse. “Perfectly understood — by the way, there’s no coffee made in the office pot, I’ll go to the diner and get us both a coffee and Danish.”
 
Reno returned from the Deputy Inspector’s office and his visit to the Assistant DA handling Dante’s criminal case. “First, the boss says he wants to have Penza in for questioning. We’ll have to include IAD in the session. We can’t talk to him without them present. The DA tells me we should give all the pertinent facts to your attorney, Dante. He’ll evaluate them before the next court date.”
“So much of this is sensitive material,” Dante said, “should a Legal Aid attorney be entrusted with what we are doing?”
“We have no choice, we’ll have to trust him to keep what he learns in the strictest confidence. I doubt he would risk his professional status and his job by blabbing about something his client tells him. Perhaps by the time this gets to court again, we’ll have some resolution. We may have Baylor and Tenety sewn up by then. Let’s hold off divulging any confidential information for as long as we can.”
“When will we get a shot at Penza?” Clara asked. 
“That will be the day after tomorrow. We will have to notify the CO of the Narcotics Division. He won’t be happy about that. He pitches a fit every time we get near one of his men.”
“Isn’t that a little suspicious?” Dante asked. “He reacts way too strenuously about his people undergoing interrogation.”
Clara observed: “I used to work under him years ago in Narcotics when he was still a captain. I remember him as a hothead then and he’s worse now. He’s a good friend of the Commissioner, though, and gets away with a lot.”
“Chief Hanratty has no compunction about ruining careers if someone gets in his way. That’s a dangerous man,” Reno commented. 
 



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Six
 
Deputy Inspector Zakowsky sent a memo to all the units with a stake in the outcome of Operation Rebound. He requested them to meet at his office where a conference room with a long table could accommodate a number of participants in the interrogation of Detective Penza. Internal Affairs sent as a representative, Captain Di Roma who handled Penza’s case, The captain would need to make sure that any questioning focused exclusively on the drug theft and the two murders. He would object to the expansion of the interrogation into other confidential areas in which his field associate had information. The Queens Homicide Squad sent two detectives in the event that Penza might shed any light on the death of Detective Beamon. The Manhattan South Homicide Squad added one man to monitor any insight into the murder of Girolamo Costa that might surface. Clara and Reno, as the lead investigators of Operation Rebound, had places next to Zakowsky at the interrogation.
D.I. Zakowsky began by warning Detective Penza that he had received the order to appear to give information in an official inquiry into various matters concerning which he may have knowledge. The departmental rules entitling him to representation did not apply due to his status as a witness and not a target of an investigation. 
“However,” the Deputy continued, “any false or misleading statements about your role in connection with the investigation into the disappearance of the drugs from the Property Clerk or the murder of Detective Beamon may result in charges being brought against you. The time is now 10:45 and present are…” He spoke into the tape recorder and read off the names, ranks and assignment of everyone in the room. 
  When the questioning began, Detective Reno asked about his association with Detectives Baylor and Tenety. 
Penza began to protest loudly. “You people know the situation I’m in,” he shouted. “I’m supposed to find out what these guys are up to. If I had anything to report, I would have.”
“Those two men are suspects in serious crimes, did they just allow you to start a conversation with them in O’Malley’s bar?” the captain from IAD asked.
“All the more reason you should be talking to them and not me,” Penza retorted. “Besides, I know that creep Ricardo spotted me in that bar. Are you going to take his interpretation of what I was doing over mine?”
“Tell us the nature of your conversation with them,” Deputy Inspector Zakowsky demanded. “Did they discuss their criminal involvement with you?”
“Certainly not,” Penza snorted. “We were just talking about the job and some of the collars they made.”
“Did they mention their run-in with the informant Ricardo or that they arrested him for assault?” the Deputy asked.
“We didn’t talk about that jerk. Whatever they did with him, he probably deserved it. I think that Ricardo is a slime ball.”
“What have you learned about the theft of the drugs from the Property Clerk’s Office? That’s something you’ve been expected to work on,” Reno asked.
“Nobody from SIU has mentioned that while I’ve been present,” Penza snapped.
“Tell us in detail what your conversation with those two detectives involved. You didn’t meet them just to talk over old times,” Reno pressed.
“I’ve already answered that question. It was all gossip about work,” Penza muttered through clenched teeth.
The captain from IAD began to pursue a new tack. “How much of what you do as a field associate have you discussed with Chief Hanratty?”
Penza paled at the mention of the Chief’s name. Everyone at the table became immediately aware of his discomfiture. Pausing for a long moment before he answered, the detective-informant struggled for an answer. “I never talk to the Chief. Why would he want to talk to me?”
The Internal Affairs investigator snarled: “We’ll ask the questions here. The Chief must want to know what you’re up to.”
Penza sputtered an answer. “The Chief doesn’t know I’m working for IAD.”
“That’s hardly credible,” Reno barked. “The Chief must know he has a field associate assigned to his unit.”
“If he does, I didn’t tell him,” Penza answered.
The captain from IAD pursued the previous line of questioning. “What have you heard about the two members of the SIU you met in that bar the other day?”
Penza’s face contorted at the mention once again, of his meeting with two members of the SIU who had fallen under suspicion for serious crimes, including murder. With the questions fired at him from many directions, his confidence began to erode. “I haven’t heard anything worth reporting, Captain.”
“We believe you’re lying and have been misleading us for a long time now. You’re getting close to having your status change quickly,” the senior Internal Affairs investigator threatened.
“What have I lied about? I only report what I see and what I hear.” Penza’s voice took on a tone of protest.
“What did you hear about the injuries that Baylor and Tenety sustained? They received a concussion and a broken hand that put them both out sick. There must have been some talk around SIU about how they got hurt,” Reno pressed the distraught informant.
Penza tried to answer: “No one would discuss it. When they came back to work, no one said anything about what happened.”
“What about their request for a team to assist them in arresting the man who is supposed to have injured them? Hear anything about that?” Clara asked.
“No one asked me to be a part of that,” Penza croaked through a dry throat.
The Internal Affairs investigator asked for a brief recess in the interrogation. He stopped the tape recorder. All but one detective representing Queens Homicide, who offered to remain with Penza, left the room.  
Outside in the corridor, Captain DiRoma addressed the group: “I’m tempted to recommend his termination as a field associate. We can all assume he’s lying in most of his answers. However, he might be more useful in the short term if we leave him in place and monitor him closely.”
Deputy Inspector Zakowsky spoke for the first time. “With this cloud of suspicion hanging over him, we should request a court for a wiretap order on his home phone.”
“I’d like to try that,” the captain answered, “as well as put a tail on him. I’m willing to wager he will run right to whomever he’s in league with to warn them about today, that would include Baylor and Tenety.”
Reno made a comment: “If those two guys panic, they’re liable to become more dangerous than they already are. We have to keep our own confidential informant under tight wraps, tighter now than we already have. Detective O’Shea is assigned to stay with him when he’s out of the office or not at home, at least until this case is concluded.” 
 D.I. Zakowsky said: “Our man Ricardo is somewhat of a loose cannon. He’s liable to go off on his own, hates being penned up.”
“Haven’t the suspects we’re asking about already tried to do him in?” the Internal Affairs captain inquired.
“They’ve gone after him more than once as far as we know, but he’s managed to elude them. He got the better of them in a brawl when they followed him into a men’s room, that’s why they arrested him,” Clara pointed out.
 The Deputy added: “Our theory is they’re trying to eliminate him as a witness, if only by discrediting him. Hard man to keep track of though, from all I hear.” He cast a knowing glance at Clara and Reno. “Let’s bring our suspicions to a US Attorney and ask for a wiretap order.” He looked at the IAD supervisor, “We’ll need an affidavit from your office that outlines the background of Vito Penza to help support our request. We want to act before anyone else gets hurt.”
 Captain DiRoma said: “We’ll get on that affidavit. Meanwhile we’ll let these jokers run and see where they lead us.” 
 The group reassembled in the conference room. Penza sat, hands folded on the table, a morose aspect to his demeanor.
The captain restarted the tape recorder, noting the time the questioning resumed.
“Does anyone have further questions of Detective Penza?” He cast his eyes around the table. “There being none, you are free to leave, Detective. Bear in mind you are still under the supervision of the Internal Affairs Division for the time being. We expect a full report of all your activities. Consider carefully whom you meet and obtain official permission before you have further contact with Detectives Baylor and Tenety. In the event they ask to speak to you, notify me immediately. I am concluding this session and turning off the tape recorder.”
 
At the next court appearance for his assault case, Dante’s Legal Aid attorney, with the acquiescence of the District Attorney, requested an adjournment on the grounds of needing additional time to prepare a defense. The judge granted a one-month delay with an admonition to select a firm date for trial within the near future. Dante gave the lawyer a sketchy outline of the background to his encounter with the two complainants and added that he needed official consent to divulge the exact extent of his role with law enforcement. 
“We’ll have to move this soon,” the attorney said. “We don’t want this judge to get impatient with you. Whatever this secret information might be, we’ll have to bring it to the Assistant DA soon.” 
Clara accompanied Dante to court, but any conversation between them remained strained. Each bore their own embarrassment in silence and their regret at starting a relationship hovered in the background like a chill haze. When they returned to the Rebound office Reno sensed the estrangement between them but chose not to comment lest he exacerbate the atmosphere of unspoken hostility. 
Later in the day, after a brief telephone conversation, Reno called over to Dante, “Put your jacket on, we have a meeting with AUSA McCaffrey. He wants to hear from you concerning your observations of Vito Penza.”
 
A coordinated effort began to determine the involvement of the suspect detectives and the IAD informant. Reno contacted the local DEA office and requested help in keeping track of the movements of Tenety and Baylor. Since the stolen contraband belonged to a Federal Court case, the Drug Enforcement people agreed to follow the two detectives with teams of agents. Internal Affairs, using a squad of their undercover detectives, began a round-the-clock clandestine surveillance of their field associate. A Federal judge signed an order authorizing electronic scrutiny of the detective-turned-informant but limited its scope to any intercepted conversations that bore directly on the current investigation. 
For security reasons, Clara picked Dante up every morning to deliver him to the office and drove him home each evening. Both chafed at the burden of close association imposed on them. Clara suppressed her annoyance at having to act as bodyguard for Dante. Dante in turn, rankled at needing a female protector hovering over him.
Their previous emotional attachment to one another only served to add to their mutual irritation. Each understood, however, that any other arrangement could jeopardize not only Dante’s safety, but the entire investigation as well. Now nearing its closing stages, unless the team achieved some success, Operation Rebound would close without any discernible results. Reno busied himself gathering the intelligence produced by the surveillances on Penza, Baylor and Tenety and trusted Clara to maintain a close rein on Dante.
Some days later, Clara pulled into a parking space near Dante’s brownstone. “I’ll pick you up in the morning, same time as usual.”
Dante reached for the door handle and paused. Screwing up his courage, he turned to Clara.
“I know we’re at odds with each other and I feel terrible about it. I acknowledge that it was my fault. This sitting home by myself every night is killing me. Wouldn’t you just come up for a little while? We could have a drink and something to eat. I promise no monkey business. I could just use the company.”
Clara stared fixedly through the windshield pondering Dante’s request. Her hands gripped the steering wheel. “I’m going home to an empty apartment as well. I’ll consider it on one condition: if you put one finger on me, so help me, I’ll put a bullet in your ear.”
Dante grinned in relief. “A promise is a promise, just friends, okay?”
Clara switched off the ignition and they started up the block toward the brownstone building. Neither one saw the car with two occupants parked further down the block, lights off, engine idling.
Dante began to prepare a light supper while Clara looked around the kitchen as if examining it. “I must say, you keep your place spotless, not bad for a man living alone.”
“Not much else to do now, is there?” Dante replied. “Care for a drink?”
“Thanks, but not when I’m driving.”
“Mind if I have one?”
”Knock yourself out,” she said. “I mean that figuratively, of course.”
“Of course,” Dante said, picking up the spirit of the banter.
Pouring himself a half juice glass of his favorite Scotch, he set out the plates with ham omelets and whole-wheat toast he had prepared. When they began to eat, Dante glanced across the table at her. “I’m having a brainstorm, an idea to perhaps move Rebound off the dime.”
“What brainstorm is that?” Clara asked.
“Those two detectives that arrested me…”
“Baylor and Tenety, you mean?”
“They don’t know what you look like, do they?”
“No, I don’t suppose they do.”
Dante swallowed another mouthful of omelet and continued: “Suppose we feed them a false lead about a drug dealer in from out of town with a kilo of smack to sell.”
“You mean me?”
“Yes, you,” Dante answered.
 “How would we feed them this information?”
Dante responded quickly: “How about our friend Penza? We figure out a way to tip him off. I’ll bet he goes right to that team. We’ll make it sound alluring. Drop a hint that the dealer is a hot babe from Chicago.”
“I’m supposed to be the hot babe?”
“I don’t mean to be flip, but you can see where a clandestine tip from a street informant…”
“Excuse me for interrupting,” Clara said. “But wouldn’t that assume that Penza doesn’t play it straight but gives it directly to his supervisor for assignment? Don’t forget, he’s a scared rabbit right now. We’d have to funnel a story like that directly to our two suspects, see if they bite.”   
“Yes, you’re right. We’re assuming Penza is in league with the two creeps. He may be too shaky to step out of line and might give the lead to a boss for proper action.”
“It’s a thought, though,” Clara mused. 
Dante smiled, “You’ve been undercover before, you’d be a natural.” 
“Yeah and almost took a bullet for it, too.”
 “You could wear a strategically placed transmitter. They wouldn’t dare try to find out if you were wired. If they did, it would be a reason for immediate and decisive action on your part, if you get my meaning.” 
“You’ve got it all planned, haven’t you,” Clara said with a sardonic grin.
Dante ignored the jibe. “You’d need back-up. It couldn’t be me, I’d be unarmed,” he said, keeping his possession of a firearm a closely guarded secret.
“Maybe we could borrow a few DEA people. This would take a lot of planning,” Clara mused.
“We’d better run the idea past Reno. He’d have to take it up with D.I. Zakowsky.”
 



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
Reno brought the plan devised by Dante to ensnare the two rogue detectives to his commanding officer. D.I. Zakowsky approved the idea. He made contact with Drug Enforcement to provide back-up and technical assistance to fit Clara with a small microphone that they could monitor from their bakery van. A DEA supervisor suggested using one of their own informants to make contact with Baylor and Tenety to tell them that an out-of-town drug trafficker had sent a courier to New York to establish a new market for his narcotics. The informant could give as a reason for the tip-off to the police, his bosses anger at an attempt to muscle in on territory he considered his sole province. 
The informant found the two suspects at O’Malley’s bar and provided the time, date and location of a planned sale to take place, together with a description of the courier: an attractive woman, mid-thirties, with dark blond hair. According to the informant, the two detectives could expect her to carry a substantial quantity of heroin in a shoulder bag. He’ll say that he heard that a buyer had scheduled the time and place to meet her and purchase the contraband. To make his story sound convincing, the informant would ask the two detectives for a share of the heroin that they seized as compensation for his tip-off. 
The two targets of the investigation became immediately suspicious, “We want to know how you found us and why you came to us in the first place.”
“I’m from Paulie Di DiGiorgo’s crew. I heard you guys did some good business with him before. Paulie don’t want no outsiders musclin’ on his turf.”
“Paulie sent you?” Baylor asked, still not convinced of the tipster’s bona fides.
“He didn’t exactly send me, you know. I just heard about you two and thought I could score some of the dope you get if all this pans out the right way. Besides, Paulie would appreciate this was handled without too much upset.”
“He doesn’t know you’re here?” Baylor pressed.
“Well, not exactly…”
“If this is straight info, how do we get in touch after?” Tenety asked.
“No, I’ll get in contact wit’ you, after it goes down the way I said. I know where to find you.”
 
After a brief meeting with D.I. Zakowsky, the Federal Drug Agency agreed to a plan that might solve the disappearance of the huge amount of contraband stolen from the Police Department. Although evidence in a Federal prosecution, the Police Property Clerk’s Office had the appropriate storage space to house the 100 kilos seized by the Narcotics detectives some months earlier. Since it remained Federal evidence, the DEA had a keen interest in either recovering the heroin or arresting the thieves. Working together, the Police Commissioner’s Squad, led by the Rebound team, and the Federal agents devised a joint operation. 
Detective O’Shea became the designated operative to pose as the courier the rogue detectives would try to victimize. They gave Clara a cellophane bag of a white powder to simulate a quantity of heroin and some random amount of cash close to $5,000 as bait to ensnare the suspects. If they confiscated the money and the phony narcotics without attempting to make an arrest, the agents would take them into custody.  
The DEA supervising agent selected a restaurant on 23rd Street that had a back room used for private dinners. The owner owed the government agents a favor for keeping him out of a drug bust that had taken place in his premises. The alley behind the restaurant provided a place to park the bakery van close enough to pick up transmissions from the Kel microphone a female agent secreted in Clara’s bra. The agents could achieve quick access through a rear door should the confrontation with the two detectives became threatening to Clara’s safety. A second team stationed themselves in front in an unmarked car to make the arrest when, if the plan went as hoped, the detectives would seize Clara’s shoulder bag with the planted evidence and try to leave the restaurant. Reno awaited the outcome in the back seat of the Federal agents’ automobile.
   Because Dante could positively identify the suspect detectives, the team asked the restaurant manager to provide a vantage point from which he could observe the transaction. The manager suggested using the small window on the kitchen door. Restaurant wait staff moved briskly through the area with trays of food for patrons and back to the kitchen with dirty dishes. The agents in the bakery van tested Clara’s Kel transmitter for audibility. She then occupied a seat in a booth easily observable from the kitchen from which Dante could see her. Everyone awaited the arrival of the two targets of the sting operation.
They arrived fifteen minutes late for the scheduled rendezvous. Heading directly for the small reception room where Clara waited. The manager asked them if he could assist them. When they said they had arranged a meeting with someone in the back, he directed them to Clara’s booth.
Baylor slid into the booth opposite the woman detective while his partner stood apart glancing cautiously over his shoulder. Baylor’s close-cropped hair, coarsened face and crooked nose gave him an unsavory appearance. Tenety, tall and gaunt, his hair an unruly tangle, stood over Clara, his attitude exuding menace.
“I’m waiting for someone,” Clara snapped. “Is there something you want?”
“Who’re you waiting for?” Baylor snarled. 
“None of your business,” Clara replied with a brusque edge to her voice.
“Maybe we’ll make it our business, sis. You got any ID? What’s your name and where are you from?”
“It’s still none of your business, smart ass.” Clara’s voice became a hostile growl.
Baylor extracted his detective’s shield from his pants pocket and flashed it at the woman.
Clara, still acting the part, said: “What’s that supposed to mean? Whaddya want? I’m here on business.”
“We’re from the Narcotics Squad, what’s in your bag there?” Baylor asked.
“How many times I gotta tell you two, nothin’ here is any of your concern,” Clara replied.
Tenety took a short step back from the booth and looked at Clara with narrowed eyes. Baylor leaned across the table and reached for Clara’s shoulder bag that she had placed on the seat next to her. She clutched at the bag as the detective tried to pull it from her grasp.
 “Wait, I think I recognize this broad. Hold everything,” Tenety said to his partner, alarm sounding in his voice.
Baylor thrust his head forward and scrutinized Clara’ face. “Yeah Bobby, I think you’re right. Where have we seen her before?”
“I’ll betcha she was with that slimy foreigner we just busted for the assault on us,” Tenety conjectured, “What’s your game anyway,” he demanded.
Baylor sunk back in is seat. “Are you on the job? You try’na set us up?”
Tenety backed away further from the booth. “Let’s get outta here, Sid. This ain’t right. Somethin’ fishy’s goin’ on.”
Baylor slid from his seat and stood glaring at the woman.
Clara scrambled to her feet and flashed her shield. “Hold it right there, you two. What are you up to? Planning to rip somebody off?”
“You skank,” Baylor fumed, “you’re in here try’na trap us.”
Hearing the tense exchange over the Kel receiver in the van, two Federal agents rushed into the restaurant through the back entrance to the reception room. They showed their identification to the two detectives. “DEA,” one of them said, “Why are you harassing this woman?”
“She ain’t no civilian, I’m sure she’s from the rat squad, some sort of entrapment game,” Tenety rasped.
Baylor took his partner by the arm, “C’mon Bobby, let’s go before they try to frame us for something.”
“We haven’t done anything wrong,” Tenety protested. “Just get out of our way and we’ll leave.”
One of the agents addressed Clara. “You okay, Detective?”
“I’m fine,” she answered. “They think they recognise me.”
“Some slimy trick you tried to pull. You call yourself a cop, oughta be ashamed, doin’ stuff like this to other cops,” Baylor shouted at Clara. “Ya know what, you stink.”
Both suspects brushed past the drug agents and stalked out the door. After they left, Dante emerged from his hiding place in the kitchen. 
“They must have seen us together sometime just in the past few days,” he said. “That shouldn’t have happened. The DEA is supposed to have had those two under surveillance.”
“We’ll check back in the office logs, see if the team following them reported losing sight of their car. Could happen, with the Manhattan traffic being what it is,” the second agent offered. 
 When the two suspects left the restaurant unescorted. Reno and the team from the car in front rushed inside. “What just happened?” he asked. “Why are they leaving like that?”
 “They guessed I’m a cop, said they’d seen me with Ricardo,” Clara answered, using Dante’s cover name.
Reno muttered a mild oath under his breath in frustration. 
“I guess we’re done here,” the lead agent said. “Anyone need a ride anywhere?”
“Thanks,” Clara answered. “We have a car out back.”
 
 A telephone message from D.I. Zakowsky awaited Reno when they returned to the office. Reno answered the call. The captain who monitored Detective Penza had asked for a meeting at IAD in the morning. The Deputy said Internal Affairs chose not to discuss the matter over the telephone.
“We may finally have a break in the case. IAD wants to talk to our boss and me in the morning. Something to do with Penza,” he said to Clara and Dante.
“I’ll wager even money,” Dante speculated, “that they’ve heard Penza on the wiretap telling someone something he shouldn’t have.”
“You’re probably right,” Clara said. “Penza isn’t the brightest light in the galaxy. Something’s happened to panic him. He should assume he’s being watched.”
“I think I’ve been right about him all along,” Dante offered. “I’m also pretty sure he’s being pressured to take chances. Even cops do foolish things under stress. I should know.”
“We’ll see in the morning,” Reno added. “Meantime, let’s write up what happened today from each of our perspectives. I want to keep our files current. After this screw-up I’m guessing Rebound is close to shutting down.”
“One has to wonder why the Chief of Narcotics keeps two slime balls like Baylor and Tenety in his unit,” Clara said to no one in particular.
“I think you may be closer to the truth than you know,” Dante replied. “It does make you wonder, and given the Chief’s conduct through all of this — well — maybe I just have a suspicious nature.”
Reno looked up from his typewriter. “The Chief?” he questioned, “now you really are off in the clouds, Dante.”
“Perhaps, we’ll see what you find out tomorrow at IAD,” Dante said with a shrug.
 
Reno returned to the office after the meeting at Internal Affairs and related to Clara and Dante the results of the wiretap they had on Detective Penza’s telephone. “Deputy Inspector Zakowsky had to be invited, they don’t report to mere detectives like me. The tap picked up Penza calling Baylor at his home and muttering a short message using some sort of arcane code. The suspicion is that he tipped off the two suspects that Dante might be under the protection of the Rebound team. He also somehow knew that they are under surveillance and divulged that as well.”
Clara interjected: “That’s why they could elude the DEA agents that were shadowing them. When you know you’re being followed it’s easy to lose the tail.”
Dante added: “Somehow those two creeps picked up that Clara and I were together in her car the other night. They’re a dangerous duo. So what’s the next move?”
“Now they can bring Penza in and really sweat him. At best, he’ll lose the gold shield. IAD could threaten him with jail, as well. They have something more besides this recent transgression to hold over his head. Now he’ll have to give us major information to save his neck.”
“This may be the break we needed,” Clara said.
“Rebound is close to shutting down,” Reno observed. “The boss is having difficulty justifying our continued existence. If Penza’s information doesn’t shed more light on the disappearance of the drugs, and/or the murder of Willie Beamon, we’re done here.”  
“I’d like to be an observer when they grill Penza, if that’s possible,” Dante said.
“Clara and I will be present, maybe get to ask some questions. We’ll ask if you can listen in,” Reno answered. 
  “I have an uncomfortable feeling that Baylor and Tenety are going to do something desperate,” Clara said. “They should be suspended and have their guns removed.”
“If the department suspended them,” Reno answered, “it would have to serve them with charges. Right now we have nothing to charge them with.”
“I know,” Clara said, “but they’re running loose and know they’re being watched by agents, thanks to Penza.”
“Maybe just knowing that will keep them from doing anything foolish,” Dante said, giving voice to his thoughts.
The jangle of the telephone on Reno’s desk interrupted the conversation. The senior detective answered it. After a brief discussion he hung up, his facial expression appeared clouded.
“That was our boss,” he told the other two. “The DEA has pulled the teams assigned to follow Baylor and Tenety. They don’t think there’s much use trying to shadow two people who know they’re being watched.  Since the leak that blew the surveillance came from within the department, the Feds say it’s our problem now. They want to put their manpower to better use.”
“Is Penza still under IAD surveillance?” Dante asked.
“I expect he is,” Reno replied. “Why do you ask?”
“He may be the one in jeopardy now. If they figure out how much trouble he’s in and is liable to blab — well — they may want to arrange an accident for him.”
“Dante may have a point, there.” Clara said. “Are they minding him or just wiretapping?”
“I’d better check,” Reno decided. “They may not know about the latest screw-up and that our two desperados will see him as a threat.”
 



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
The following day Dante and Clara waited in the office until late afternoon, then drove to Brooklyn and O’Malley’s Bar. Dante opened the door to the bar slightly and scanned the dimly lit interior. No SIU personnel congregated there that afternoon. When Dante returned to the car where Clara waited, he said: “Penza’s not in there. We’ll have to track him down.”
“I have an idea,” Clara said. “I’ll call the Narcotics Office. They may know where he is.”
”Good thought,” Dante answered, “Let’s find a payphone.”
After making the call, Clara slid back into the front seat of the car on the driver’s side.
“Penza’s in court in Queens. His team just made an arrest and he’s waiting to arraign his prisoner. We’re sure to find him there. It takes ages to get someone arraigned in Queens Criminal Court.”
“Let’s call Reno and tell him where we’re going,” Dante suggested. “We could be tied up for a while.”
At the Queens Criminal Court building, Clara’s detective shield permitted her access to the pre-arraignment desk where she spoke to the sergeant in charge. Dante waited in the lobby outside the Arraignment Part.
“Penza’s case won’t be called for a good hour or more. No sense cooling our heels out here,” Clara said, when she returned to where Dante stood. 
“I looked inside the courtroom, he’s not inside,” Dante told her. “We should grab a bite to eat while we’re waiting.” 
“I am sort of hungry, come to think of it,” Clara agreed.
They found a small diner on Queens Boulevard near the court building and sat at a booth. A waitress came to take their order. Each of them asked for a hamburger and coffee. Dante, facing the rear of the restaurant, whispered, “Don’t look around now, but our friend Vito is sitting with his partner at a table in the back, can’t talk to him now.”
“We’ll wait until he gets back to court,” Clara murmured. “I’ll slip into the courtroom and tap him on the shoulder. We’ll speak to him in the corridor.”
Dante agreed, and added: “We have to be alert we don’t tip him off that he’s about to be picked up and subject to interrogation again.”
Outside the courtroom, Vito Penza displayed annoyance tinged with apprehension. “What do you two want? I’m waiting for my case to be called.”
“We’re aware of that, Vito,” Dante snapped. “We have to warn you about something.”
“Yeah, what’s that?” Penza asked with an irritated edge to his voice.
Clara spoke up. “Listen Detective, you might be in some danger. Baylor and Tenety might be looking for you.”
“They know where to find me,” Penza said. “What do they want, anyway?”
“Just be careful when you’re off-duty. They may think you could be used as a witness against them,” Clara said.
“Me, a witness, why what are they supposed to have done?”
“Keep your voice down out here, Vito,” Dante whispered. “You don’t know who’s listening. Be disingenuous if you want, just don’t assume they’re your friends” 
“Lose the attitude, pal,” Clara answered. “This update is for your own good. Stay away from O’Malley’s and keep an eye out for people following you.”
Penza’s eyes flicked between the faces of the two people attempting to advise him, uncertain about their motive for this warning. “Thanks for the tip,” he said with a feigned air of nonchalance. “I’ve got an arraignment waiting.” 
He spun on his heel, pushed open the courtroom door and disappeared inside.
Dante shrugged. “He’s going to change his bravado attitude soon. We’ve done our Christian duty.”
Clara glanced at him, “Christian duty? That’s the first time I’ve heard you use an expression like that.”
“That’s my Catholic upbringing. We didn’t have to warn him, but it’s in the interest of the investigation that he makes it to the grilling he’s going to undergo.”
 
Reno greeted Dante and Clara when they entered the office in the morning. Sensing that the frosty atmosphere that had surrounded the two seemed to have thawed enough for them to act civilly to one another, he addressed them both. “You two must have really spooked Penza.” 
“Why, what’s happened?” Clara asked, slipping off her jacket and slinging it onto a coat rack.
“We just told him to watch his back, Baylor and Tenety may figure out he’d be a witness against them,” Dante added.
“Captain DiRoma from IAD called just as I got here. He’s gotten a message from an attorney who says he’s been retained to represent Vito Penza. The lawyer wants a meeting before any questions are asked.”
“He’s just a witness for purposes of this interrogation, he can’t lawyer up,” Clara said. 
“I think Penza has a guilty conscience about something. He may be afraid of the pressure they would put on him to roll over on his two confederates,” Reno explained.
Dante poured himself a cup of coffee from the office pot. “Whoever is going to question him, they’d better do it fast. I have a bad feeling something unpleasant is about to happen.”
“They’re going to pull out all the stops,” Reno said. “AUSA McCaffrey is going to conduct the interrogation in a conference room at the US Attorney’s Office. D.I. Zakowsky and the IAD captain will be there. Clara and I will be observers. They’ll record the Q and A and we’ll ask if you can listen in. The Feds can arrange to have it piped into an adjacent room. McCaffrey may want to interrupt the questioning and ask for your input during a recess. Penza’s attorney can be present to assure his client that they will ask no questions about his possible criminal involvement.”
Dante emitted a quiet sigh indicating a sense of satisfaction. His belief that Vito Penza held the key to unraveling the tangled web of deceit surrounding the stolen drugs now seemed justified. The gratification he experienced about that insight, however, did nothing to quell the sadness that pervaded his spirit over his rift with Clara. They acted civilly toward each other, but his efforts to resign himself to losing her, came to no avail. Like a cloud passing across the sun, a morose numbness settled in his soul. Rather than let his emotion show, Dante absorbed himself in preparing notes with which to suggest questions to ask Detective Penza.
An intuition that Clara studied him from her desk caused the nape of his neck to prickle. The letters on the keys of the typewriter began to blur as he fought to control any outward sign of regret. Reno answered the ringing telephone again.
“That was the boss,” he announced to the room in general. “Penza’s interrogation is scheduled for tomorrow in the conference room at the US Attorney’s Office, The second part of the message: we have to start packing everything up to shut down our office. Operation Rebound is concluded, whatever the outcome of Penza’s questioning.”
“I’m almost relieved,” Clara said. “This has become a most frustrating case. It seems we’ve been hamstrung at every turn.”
Dante didn’t respond, but continued with his notes. Finally, after a brief silence Reno asked: “What are your feelings, Dante, happy to put all this behind you?”
 Dante, hunched over his typewriter, just shrugged and said: “Doesn’t make much difference. I’ll be content with whatever fate holds in store for me.”
Both detectives remained quiet for a few moments to parse the unspoken meaning behind Dante’s comment.
“Do you think the DEA will want you back, Dante?” Clara asked.
“I have no way of knowing, if this case doesn’t turn out too well, I may have to seek other employment.”
“Cheer up everyone, let’s have a celebratory lunch. We’ll go to Mario’s, have a cocktail, a few bottles of wine. Nobody needs to drive, do they?” Reno proclaimed.
“I’ll have to drive Dante home,” Clara said. 
Reno thought for a moment. “Can you take the subway just for today?”
“I suppose I could,” Clara mused.
“I’ll be fine alone on a short subway ride,” Dante offered. “We have to go in different directions, Clara. No sense making you take subways all over Manhattan.”
“Not a chance,” Clara said. “Even if we go to a restaurant and get buzzed, I’m not letting you out of my sight. That’s all we’d need now, to have something happen to you. I can leave the car where it is and find my way home on the subway after I drop you off. Remember, I have a gun and you don’t.”
“C’mon, you two, let’s go celebrate. Today I’ll take a turn babysitting our outlaw here and see him home,” Reno said with a chuckle, thrusting his chin at Dante.
“You two worry too much,” Dante said, exhaling loudly. “Let’s all go tie one on to toast what we didn’t accomplish.”
“Don’t be so gloomy, pal,” Reno said. “Tomorrow we could have a breakthrough when they put old Vito through the wringer.”
 
Bill McCaffrey met with the team from the Police Department scheduled to attend the questioning of Detective Penza. “I had a discussion with Penza’s lawyer. He wants reassurance that the questioning without Miranda warnings does not include any attempts to ensnare him into inculpating himself. The lawyer also wanted to remind us that all of Penza’s pending court cases and many of his old convictions could be in jeopardy if he is busted out of the Narcotics Division.”
Captain DiRoma interrupted. “We know his credibility in court would be impaired if that happens. We’ve dealt with that before. If we find out he’s broken the law or even committed a serious violation of Department Rules and Procedures, though, we’ll do what is necessary and let the fallout take care of itself.”
 “I understand,” McCaffrey answered, “whichever prosecutor has his current court cases may have to offer more generous pleas than he might otherwise. The closed cases they can deal with if motions are made to reopen them.”
Deputy Inspector Zakowsky added his own thoughts. “Much depends on the value of his testimony right now. The detective can dig himself out of a big hole by giving us major offenders within the Department. Solving our own important cases is paramount right now. His attorney should be made aware of that before he misadvises his client.”
Vito Penza waited on a bench in the corridor outside the conference room. His anxiety revealed itself in his pinched and drawn features. Dermot Brannigan, the lawyer retained to represent him, sat alongside and spoke quietly. The door to the conference room opened and the AUSA beckoned, “Gentlemen, please take seats at the table. Detective, if you will, take the chair closest to the microphone. As you are aware, this session will be recorded.”
McCaffrey introduced the others arranged around the conference table. Penza nodded glumly as the prosecutor announced each name. Penza already had a close association with Captain Di Roma from Internal Affairs, his controller as a field associate. Detective Clara O’Shea he recognized from their confrontation outside the Queens Arraignment Court. D.I. Zakowsky and First Grade Detective Reno, both from the Police Commissioner’s Squad, he met for the first time. When he looked at Clara again, he realised she had accompanied Ricardo in Patsy’s Restaurant when the $500 changed hands. 
“We’ll skip the formal preliminaries, Detective,” McCaffrey began, “you are aware that I have asked you to appear here today as a witness. The only caution I give you is this: we expect truthful and complete answers. Mr Brannigan, please put your appearance on the record.”
Dante, listening in another room, smiled when he heard the attorney’s voice. Dermot Brannigan had represented him when he had his legal difficulty a few years in the past.
After the attorney recited his name and business address, McCaffrey asked Penza to state his name, rank, shield number and command for the record.
Brannigan leaned over and whispered in his client’s ear. Penza nodded affirmatively and cleared his throat. The prosecutor started by asking the detective to define what a field associate did and how his assignment as a field associate for Internal Affairs began.
“Internal Affairs had a complaint involving members of my team in SIU. A drug dealer they had arrested said that the team had stolen money from him when he took him into custody. I wasn’t with them that day but Captain Di Roma brought me into his office to tell me he wanted to know who had taken the money. He said he would make my status official as what he called a field associate. I would receive immunity from department charges in exchange for any information I could provide about corruption. He told me that IAD believed that I had shared in the stolen the money and when they made the case against the others, I would be included in the charges. I got scared and agreed to become an informant.”
“You haven’t fulfilled your end of the bargain with Internal Affairs, though, have you? McCaffrey asked.
Penza swallowed hard and glanced at Brannigan. The lawyer gave an imperceptible nod and Penza continued. “Apparently, Chief Hanratty, the boss of Narcotics, found out that IAD had planted an informant in SIU. He called me into his office and demanded to know if I was the “stool pigeon” as he called it. He told me that before I told anything to IAD, I was to clear it with him first. He gave me his own information about detectives who had not performed up to his standards and I was to pass this along to IAD as part of my bargain with them.”
“What was this information, as you phrase it?”
“The plan was for the Chief to drop the people from Narcotics and put them under a cloud with IAD. He wanted them to investigate the people he transferred and not the one’s the Chief wanted left alone.”
“What was the criteria the Chief used to decide who to throw to IAD and who he kept?”
“Chief Hanratty only wanted to keep those that were productive.”  
 “Productive in what sense, numbers of arrests?” McCaffrey pressed.
Penza squirmed and cleared his throat once again. “No, he meant the guys who made money and shared it with the boss.”
 At the mention of Chief Hanratty sharing dirty money with the detectives who worked for him, Dante, listening intently, began to take notes. A sense of affirmation flowed through him. The mystery of who had caused the obstructions to Operation Rebound had begun to unravel.
 McCaffrey continued with his questions. “Detective, I’m going to mention names of detectives who are presently assigned to the Special Investigations Unit of the Narcotics Division. Please tell us what if anything you observed these men do of a criminal nature. I refer specifically to cases when they took money in exchange for not making an arrest, took evidence money from defendants and did not voucher it, or seized narcotics evidence that they didn’t voucher.”
Penza nodded in the affirmative.
“First, what have you observed about any illegal conduct committed by the team of Detectives Slovik, Zevin, Leone and Beamon?”
“I never worked with them so I didn’t have a chance to see anything they did.”
“Did you ever hear anyone in SIU discuss anything of that nature concerning those four detectives.”
“I never heard anything that would implicate any of them in wrongful conduct. I know they made the seizure of drugs that was later stolen, but I didn’t hear any rumours that they were responsible for it going missing.”
“Do you know where that team made the arrests that led to the seizure of more than one hundred kilos of heroin and cocaine?’  
Penza hung his head and paused. A glance at is lawyer and another quick nod from him, indicated for Penza to tell what he knew.
“I think they followed the perpetrators to a motel in New Jersey and took them for gun possession. The drugs were found later in New York.”
Hearing the information that Slovik’s team may have sworn to perjured affidavits in court to substantiate their arrests, Captain Di Roma scribbled their names on his note pad.
“I’m only saying what I heard,” Penza blurted. “I’m pretty sure the Chief spread the word that I might be an IAD informant. After that, the guys were careful not to say too much while I was around. Certainly, they never did anything wrong like keep money or evidence drugs with me there, except…”  
“Except what?” McCaffrey asked.
“When that Ricardo guy saw me with Baylor and Tenety, they were threatening me. That’s why they wanted to talk to me. They said if I ratted them out, they would take care of me.”
“What did you understand that to mean?”
“I guess they meant someone would find me in the river with a hole in my head.”
“Did you ever hear any rumors that those two might have been responsible for the death of Detective Willis Beamon?”
“No one said so out loud, but I think there was a general feeling that they had Willie smoked.”
“By smoked, do you mean killed?’
“I don’t have any firm evidence about that. I would just overhear some of the guys speculating that Beamon found out that they had stolen the drugs from the Property Clerk and they had to silence him.”
Dante overheard the ominous words and a cold chill spread over his skin. “Those two slime balls were on my tail,” he muttered under his breath. 
McCaffrey continued his questioning. “How aware was Chief Hanratty of the crimes committed by Detectives Baylor and Tenety?”
“I’m sure he shared the money they made including what they got from the sale of the drugs they stole. The other teams that scored dough from arrests had to share it with the boss, too. This much I found out before he called me in and told me he knew I was a stool pigeon, as he called it. I doubt he knew that one of them, either Baylor or Tenety, had Willie Beamon killed.”
“Detective Penza, I will ask you now, did you ever receive any money from Detectives Baylor or Tenety?”
Penza stared fixedly at the table in front of him. With his face rapidly losing its pallor, he turned to Brannigan once more. The attorney nodded his head. His features contorted into a feral mask like that of a trapped animal, he swallowed hard.
“That day in O’Malley’s, they slipped me an envelope with a thousand dollars in it. They said that was a reward for keeping my mouth shut.”
Captain Di Roma signaled that he wanted a brief recess. McCaffrey temporarily suspended the interview and snapped off the tape recorder. The members of the panel all filed into the corridor. Penza and his attorney remained seated in the room.
The captain said: “I think the best way to handle this is to have Penza transferred to IAD. That way we can keep him close. We may need him as a witness in departmental hearings as well as in possible future criminal prosecutions.  Letting him keep his gold shield for the moment won’t jeopardize his pending and past court cases.”
The other panel members agreed and returned to the conference room.
McCaffrey restarted the tape recorder and spoke into it. “This interview is concluded for the present. Detective Penza please accompany Captain Di Roma.”
The detective blanched at the prospect of immediate arrest.
“You’re being transferred to the Internal Affairs Division forthwith,” the captain said. “Let’s get over there now. We’ll have orders cut in a few days.”
 Visibly relieved, Penza rose, shook his attorney’s hand and left with the captain.
 



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
Clara accompanied Dante to his next court date to answer the assault charges for which the two suspect SIU detectives had arrested him. Before court convened, his Legal Aid attorney conferred privately with the Assistant D.A. assigned to the case. When the clerk called his name Dante stood before the judge.
“Your honor,” the ADA began, “after meeting with Mr Falconieri’s attorney and having come into possession of new facts that may have a bearing on this matter, we have agreed to an adjournment, with the court’s permission. Mr Kaplan has offered to waive his client’s speedy trial rights for the duration of the postponement.”
“Mr Kaplan,” the judge said addressing Dante’s lawyer,” is this what you both have agreed upon?”
“Yes we have your honor. We believe such an adjournment would permit both sides to come to a final resolution.”
“Very well, if the date is agreeable to both sides and will not count against the People’s speedy trial time, the adjournment is granted.”
Dante and Clara left the court building and walked toward the authorized parking area where she had left the department car she used. 
 Approaching the unmarked car, Dante noticed an older model gray Chevrolet stopped illegally in a no-parking zone a short distance from their vehicle. The driver seemed intent on watching Clara and Dante as they neared the black Ford Crown Victoria that Clara used when her duties required her to drive. Clara began to poke around in her shoulder bag for the car keys and did not share Dante’s observation. The man in the driver’s side of the gray Chevie suddenly emerged from the car. The pistol in his hand drew Dante’s immediate attention. Hurriedly closing the less than twenty yards between him and them, the man raised the weapon. Dante shouted to Clara to take cover behind one of the nearby vehicles. 
At the sound of his voice, Clara looked up and saw the gunman brandishing the pistol. Shoving Dante aside, she stepped in front of him and tried to draw her own weapon that she carried in a side pocket of her voluminous shoulder bag. The man from the gray Chevrolet stopped a few yards away and fired. It appeared to Dante that he aimed at Clara first. The bullet struck the woman detective high in the left quadrant of her chest and she began to stumble backward with the impact. The attacker then diverted his aim at Dante, who instinctively went into a crouch and extracted the .25 automatic from his ankle holster. Clara slumped to the ground, groaning with pain. Dante discharged four rounds in rapid succession at the shooter who fell, disappearing behind a parked car. The sound of the gun shots caused passers-by to scatter. Dante yelled to a man standing near the parking area, frozen in place by what he had seen. 
“Call 911, please. Ask for an ambulance. Hurry, a police officer’s been shot,” Dante shouted.
The man hesitated for a moment, but ran to a phone booth and made the call. Dante began to circle the cars nearby, bent over but sprinting quickly. His small automatic at the ready, he turned to where the shooter lay supine, approached with caution and retrieved the pistol used to shoot Clara. He found the man he shot still breathing, although writhing, his face a rictus of pain. Dante returned to Clara. Sliding her weapon into his pocket, he lifted her head and spoke to her. Clara’s eyes had a glazed appearance and she labored trying to breathe, attempting to focus her gaze at Dante kneeling over her.
“Stay with me, sweetheart. I’ve got help coming.”
Clara coughed once, in an effort to speak. She gasped, “Dante…”
“Don’t try to talk, Clara. Just look at me. I’m here. An ambulance is coming.”
“Did’ja get ‘im, Romeo?” the woman gagged trying to mouth the words.
“Yeah, don’t try to talk right now. He’s down with a couple of rounds in him.”
Clara’s face contorted with pain as she tried to speak again. “Where’d your gun come from?”
“Don’t worry about my gun, Just stay with me. Help is coming.”
With the sound of sirens screaming down Centre Street and along Worth Street, Clara closed her eyes, gagged once again and twisted her body with the pain. 
The first radio car team on the scene found Dante and Clara first. Dante spoke quickly. “She’s a detective; she’s been shot” he said, pointing at Clara. “Get her in the first ambulance.”
One of the uniformed cops asked, “Who shot her?”
“That mutt behind the car over there, he ambushed us as we came from court.”
“Who shot him?” the second officer asked.
“I did, here’s his gun and hers, and the one I shot him with.”
“You on the job?” the second cop said, accepting the weapons.
“No, I’m not,” Dante answered. “I was with her. I’m a DEA informant, but I’m with the PC’s office.”
“How did you come to have a weapon?” the first cop demanded, becoming suspicious.
“It’s a long story. Just notify the Police Commissioner’s Squad. That’s who she’s assigned to, and the office I’m working with.”
At that moment, an ambulance from Beekman Downtown Hospital drove up as close as the driver could get to where Clara lay supine, groaning and gritting her teeth against the pain.
The officer from the first radio car said to the ambulance attendant: “This woman is a detective, be careful with her, She’s been shot.”
Dante handed Clara’s shoulder bag to the radio car men. “This is her’s. Her shield and ID are in there.”
A uniformed sergeant arrived at the scene and shouted to the cops tending to the man behind the car that Dante had shot, “Call for a second bus to transport him and somebody stay with him, he may be the one shot this detective.”
The sergeant turned to Dante. “You authorised to carry a weapon?”
“No, actually I’m not.”
“How did you come to carry a gun? Whose is it?”
The ambulance crew deftly lifted the wounded detective onto the gurney and slid her into the ambulance. Dante said, “Let me go to the hospital with her.” 
He started toward the open door of the emergency vehicle in which the attendants fussed over her, covering her with a blanket and administering oxygen   
“Not so fast pal,” the sergeant growled. “I asked you why you had a gun.”
“I told the officers here, it’s a long story. I can explain later.”
By that time, the area surrounding the scene of the shootings swarmed with police from all the sectors close to the scene. Detectives from the local precinct squad in an unmarked car arrived and skidded to a stop nearby. All available personnel had responded to the emergency radio call of “Assist Patrolman, Cop Shot”. After the uniformed sergeant gave them a quick rundown of what had happened, the detectives collected the spent cartridges from Dante’s .25 and the gunman’s weapon and accepted the three pistols that Dante had handed to the first cops at the scene. They looked around at bystanders and asked for witnesses. The passerby who saw the shooting incident stepped forward and began to tell them what he observed.
The sergeant ordered Dante to sit in the back of his radio car. With his composure completely shattered with the sight of Clara so grievously hurt, Dante began to protest. “I was with her. She’ll need me.”
“Go sit in the car or do I have to put you in cuffs? You can explain it all later to the detectives. Right now you may be a suspect.”
“But…” Dante sputtered. 
“Last time I’ll say it, pal, get in the radio car,” the sergeant snarled.
A detective who had just received a quick briefing from the first units to arrive walked over to where Dante stood and said: “We’ll take him, Sarge. We want to get the story fresh from him.”
The second ambulance arrived and inched its way through the growing crowd to retrieve the wounded gunman now lying unconscious on the pavement. “He’s still alive, but just barely,” the medical attendant from the ambulance called out to the police at the scene. 
Uniformed officers began to form a cordon around the site of the shootings to preserve evidence and keep onlookers from interfering with the investigation.  


At the local stationhouse, Dante sat alone in the detective squad commander’s office while the supervisors concerned with the shooting of a member of the force began to assemble. The Commanding Officer of the Police Commissioner’s Squad, Deputy Inspector Zakowsky, arrived as well. The precinct detectives stood watch over Dante and waited for the bosses to begin questioning him about his involvement in the shooting of the woman detective as well as his responsibility for the wounding of the alleged attacker.
Detective Reno, who responded to the stationhouse immediately upon receiving the notification that his partner had suffered gunshot wounds fired by a still unidentified assailant, asked for permission to speak with Dante before the interrogation began. Accompanied by a precinct detective, Reno entered the office where Dante waited. 
“Give me a quick rundown of what happened,” he said to Dante.
“Clara and I had just come from my court appearance. Walking back to her car, the shooter jumped from a parked car a few yards away and opened fire. I think he aimed for Clara first. I had a gun, the one the squad has now, and fired back. I hit him a couple of times.”
The precinct detective stood by and took hasty notes as Dante spoke.
“The bosses will be here soon, save the rest of the story for them,” Reno said. “I’m heading for the hospital to find out how Clara is doing. What about her gun and shield?”
“The detectives safeguarded them at the scene,” Dante answered. “I made sure of that. Should I have a lawyer present if I’m going to be questioned by your superior officers?”
“Maybe it’s a good idea. You’ll have to account for the unauthorised gun possession. Did you have it with you in court?”
“Yeah,” Dante said, “nobody checks for weapons going in. Maybe they should. Something bad is going to happen some day with people carrying guns in court, except police officers, of course.”
Reno reached over and squeezed Dante’s shoulder. “Keep your head when the questioning starts.”
 Dante emitted a long sigh. “It’s all right. I’ve been through this before. Seems like the story of my life.”
“I know you feel bad about Clara. I’ll be back when I find out how she is.”
“Yes, please let me know as soon as possible. I’ll be worried sick about her.”
A group of men with hard, serious faces filed into the precinct squad commander’s office and took up all the available space in the small room. Detectives brought in extra chairs to accommodate everyone in attendance. The lieutenant in charge of the squad whose office they used sat in a swivel chair behind his desk. Internal Affairs sent a lieutenant as a representative. Deputy Inspector Zakowsky entered the room along with the Deputy Chief Inspector in command of Manhattan South detectives and a sergeant from the Borough Homicide Squad. The precinct squad commander called in one of the detectives who responded to the shooting and instructed him to take notes of the questioning. Upon the arrival of the Deputy Chief, the lieutenant stood and offered him the seat behind the desk. Dante remained seated in a corner, his face pale and drawn, with an expression that showed his concern about Clara.
  The Deputy Chief began by asking everyone present to give their name, rank and command for the note taker to record. At that moment, a knock on the door caused the man closest to it to open it slightly ajar. Two agents from the New York office of the Federal Drug Enforcement Administration flashed their identification and gained admittance just as the questioning began. They offered their names and not finding chairs available, stood against the wall. 
The Chief turned his attention to Dante, asked him to place his identity on the record, read him the obligatory Miranda warnings and advised him of his status as a suspect in a criminal investigation. 
“Mr. Falconieri, do you wish to waive your right to have counsel present?” 
Dante glanced at the DEA agents and tried to read their impassive faces. He answered, “Yes I do.”
“What is your connection to the New York City Police Department?”
“I’m a confidential informant with the DEA on loan to the Police Commissioner’s Squad.”
“What’s the nature of the investigation to which you are assigned?”
Dante quickly focused his eyes on D.I. Zakowsky who responded with an imperceptible nod.
“Operation Rebound is investigating the theft of a quantity of evidence drugs from the Property Clerk’s Office, as well as the murder of a Detective Willis Beamon.” 
“Have you been authorized to carry a weapon in the course of your undercover duties?”
Dante swallowed hard and again shot a furtive look at the DEA agents. The faintest nod from the senior agent encouraged him to answer in the negative. 
By a series of questions, the chief took Dante through the events of the day that led to the shooting of Detective O’Shea. Dante explained the reason for the woman detective escorting him to his court appearance. He detailed for the assembled superior officers and agents how he came into possession of the gun he used to shoot Clara’s assailant. Dante had realised from the moment he wrested the automatic from his attacked in the men’s room at Battery Park that his possession of it constituted a violation of New York law. He did not attempt to justify his actions, allowing the unspoken fact of it having saved his life along with that of his detective bodyguard to hang in the air of the crowded office. His future now rested in the hands of men who could choose to either enforce the gun possession law strictly or overlook his transgression in light of what had transpired.
Now he could only hope that his value as a witness in several arrests connected to Operation Rebound and the exposure of two crooked detectives in addition to the capture of the wounded gunman would serve to counterbalance his criminal possession of a gun.
When the chief had exhausted his list of questions, he glanced around at the other men in the room. “Anyone have anything else to ask?”
No one had additional inquiries. The chief stood and said: “Mr Falconieri, please remain in this office. Detective, please stay here with Mr Falconieri, and let me have your written notes.”
Everyone else filed out of the room and grouped around the chief. He addressed those assembled, “We have to make a decision about how to handle this. Everything discussed here today must remain held under the strictest confidence. The press must not be made aware of the precise facts surrounding this incident.”
All those in the group nodded in agreement. The senior DEA agent spoke. “Chief, before you make a decision may we have an opportunity to confer with our superiors in Washington? As sensitive as this matter may be, there are other considerations pertinent to Federal cases we would like to pursue. For the moment, we would request that Falconieri be allowed to remain at liberty under the supervision of your Detective Reno.”
The chief paused, then said, “Ordinarily, this kind of situation would require a summary arrest for gun possession, but I don’t think this matter requires precipitate action. We’ll allow the Federal authorities to conduct their own investigation. As long as the informant remains available, Detective Reno of the Police Commissioner’s Squad may supervise him. We had all better hope Mr Falconieri doesn’t do anything more to draw attention to himself. In addition, the media need only know that someone connected to law enforcement took action today to wound and apprehend a gunman who shot a detective. The identity of the person responsible for neutralizing the shooter must remain confidential to protect an ongoing investigation. There‘s more at stake here than us making a gun collar.”
Outside the stationhouse members of the media, print, television and radio began to gather. The news that a still unidentified gunman had shot and seriously injured a woman detective spread quickly. A rumor that a mysterious law enforcement figure had returned fire and wounded the attacker had also begun to circulate. All the reporters clamoured for the facts.
 The chief stepped from the front door of the police station and told the representatives of the media a carefully tailored version of the events. 
“What’s the condition of the officer that was wounded?” a television reporter brandishing a microphone shouted.
“The detective who was shot is now undergoing surgery and we will have no further information until she is out of the operating room.”
One of the newspaper reporters called out: “Who shot her assailant?”
“Because of the extremely sensitive nature of this investigation his identity must remain confidential for now. We will have more information in the days ahead.” 
“Is it true that they were both coming from court?” a radio interviewer asked.
“Please hold your questions until we have more facts,” the chief answered. “Thank you all. We’ll have additional information to give you in the days ahead.”
Amid the unintelligible shouting of the reporters, the chief turned and reentered the stationhouse.
In the detective’s office, Dante waited patiently for Reno to return with news about Clara. The two DEA agents relieved the detective sitting with Dante and spoke with their operative quietly. With an air of resignation, Dante reprised his entire involvement with Operation Rebound including the reason he had to answer assault charges. The issue of his gun possession caused the agents less consternation than the City Police exhibited. Because of his ambiguous position as a Federal confidential informant working on loan with the local police, any decision about his future status rested with higher authority in Washington.
“You realize that given your position with us we couldn’t authorize you to carry a gun,” the senior agent said.
“I know,” Dante answered. “It just happened by chance.” 
 



 
 
Chapter Thirty
 
Reno returned to find Dante and tell him that Clara had the bullet removed from her upper chest and rested under sedation in the Intensive Care Unit. 
“Her condition remains critical but stable for the moment. The bullet cracked a rib but deflected into her left shoulder area so it did not affect any vital organs,” he related. “Good thing he fired a lead-nosed slug from a revolver and not a copper-jacketed round. The surgeon dug out a few fragments of the slug along with the main part of it.”
The Drug Enforcement agents still waiting with Dante in the precinct squad office said to Reno: “We have agreed with the Deputy Chief Inspector that Mr Falconieri will be in your charge. He must not do anything to jeopardize any investigation or further imperil his own future.”
“We’ll keep him close,” Reno said.
When the agents left, Reno said, “Let’s go get something to eat while all this gets sorted out. I understand why you didn’t tell me about the gun. Turns out, you saved Clara’s life and your own. It has caused a sticky situation for you, though. Depending on the outcome, perhaps D.I. Zakowsky and even the PC himself may be able to put in a word for you. It’s all still uncertain at this moment.”
“I guess you’re my babysitter now,” Dante said with a smile. 
“The Rebound investigation is still barely alive,” Reno said. “The only thing left for us to do is determine Baylor and Tenety’s culpability in all this. There’s a good chance they hired the mutt that shot Clara.”
Before they had a chance to leave the office, Reno answered a ringing telephone. Dante found a seat across the room and waited for Reno to finish the call. When he replaced the receiver, he turned to Dante sporting a broad smile. 
“You look like the malicious feline that devoured the unsuspecting songbird.” Dante observed. “What just happened?”
“Finally, finally,” Reno exulted, “something has broken our way. This is due in large measure to your efforts, my friend.”
“Why, what did I do now?”
“That was AUSA McCaffrey. The DEA has just finished interrogating Alejandro Sardo in McCaffrey’s office. He’s agreed to cooperate and testify, if needed, in exchange for a no jail promise. The one who sold Alejandro the ten kilos of cocaine stolen along with the hundred kilos of heroin is a detective. Alejandro only knew him by a false name. He called himself Mariano. Shown an array of ID photos the café manager picked out our suspect, none other than Detective Baylor.” 
Reno’s cheeks burned bright crimson with excitement. Dante had never seen him exhibit any emotion, especially the joy that glowed from his face then. “It was your undercover buys that led to this break in the case. Perhaps now we can put pressure on that slime Baylor to give up everything else. Selling that amount of illicit narcotics could get him about thirty years in the Federal Pen in Atlanta. They’ve got a lot to hold over his head.”
Dante twisted his mouth into an expression approximating a wry grin. “Glad I could be of some help,” he said with a sardonic edge to his voice.
“Cheer up old pal. This is more plumage in your metaphorical bonnet. Everything you did will help persuade the bosses to overlook the gun possession. Let’s go celebrate.”
 
After a few futile attempts to visit Clara in the Intensive Care Unit where she lay recuperating but under deep sedation, Dante gained admittance to her room. She sat propped up with pillows, her left arm immobilized and taking nourishment through a straw. A massive dressing showed above her hospital gown on her upper chest. Her face had an ashen pallor and nurses had arranged her hair in a severe ponytail. She could speak, but only with difficulty. Dante stepped toward her bed and proffered a large bouquet of roses.
“Who’s this strange man in my room?” she whispered.
Dante grinned broadly and rubbed his bare chin. “It’s me, sweetheart, minus the beard.”
“About time you shaved that thing, too,” Clara said, her voice sounding more like a gasp than clear words.
“You must be getting better, still needling me I see.” 
He leaned over and brushed her cheek with a light kiss. “Stupid question, but how’re you doing?”
“Yeah, it is a stupid question, how does it look like I’m doing?”
“Ugh,” he grunted, “same old Clara.”
Clara gazed up at him. Her eyes softened. “Better question: how are you doing?”
“Where do I put these flowers?”
“Just put them on the shelf over there. A nurse will find a vase for them later.”
“The good news is, they haven’t decided to arrest me yet.”
“Reno tells me they turned Alejandro and he gave up Baylor,” Clara murmured as she set down the glass she drank from.
“Big break for us, that creep Baylor will probably sing his lungs out,” Dante answered.
He picked up her right hand and kissed it gently. Clara managed a wan smile and squeezed his hand in reply.
“Still the Romeo, right Romeo?”
“Clara, I…” 
“No sniveling, okay? Wait until I get out of here, if they don’t kill me in this place first.”
“Word is the Feds picked up both Baylor and Tenety. Tenety is probably going to play the canary before his ugly partner does. We’ll find out who’s been manipulating events from behind the scenes,” Dante said.
A nurse entered the room wheeling a metal table loaded with bandages and medications.
The nurse said: “You can see the young lady again tomorrow. Right now, we have to get her fixed up with a new dressing and she has medication to take.”
Dante stood and blew Clara a kiss from behind the nurse, who busied herself by pulling the curtains closed around Clara’s bed.
“Tomorrow, Romeo,” the detective called after him, her voice a frog-like croak.
Reno waited for Dante in the hospital lobby. “Thanks for the few minutes with her, Reno.”
“Let’s get back to the office pronto,” Reno said. “I have a hunch that events are going to move quickly now.”
 
When they returned, another detective from the Police Commissioner’s Squad, temporarily assigned to staff the Rebound office, handed Reno a sheaf of message slips on which he had recorded telephone calls received during Reno’s absence.
Dante busied himself at the far end of the office by pouring two cups of coffee. Reno began returning the calls and taking notes in a hasty scrawl.
When he completed his return calls, he turned to Dante, who handed him a hot cup of black coffee. “First message: we need to go to a meeting in McCaffrey’s office in the morning. He has news about this case he wants to discuss. Second, the Assistant District Attorney assigned to your assault case in Criminal Court has gotten all the details about Baylor and Tenety. They have moved up your court appearance for the day after tomorrow. From all indications it looks like he’s going to move to dismiss your assault charge.” 
Dante exhaled a long, noisy sigh of relief.
Reno shook his head in wonder. “I’ve never met anyone like you, Dante. You could walk through a building collapse and never have a brick hit you.”
“I’m about ready to do without this getting arrested stuff,” Dante said, resigned to leave behind the clandestine world of undercover subterfuge.
“I understand,” Reno said, “but you are largely responsible for breaking this thing open, even if your methods are a little — shall we say — unorthodox. We appreciate that put yourself in jeopardy to accomplish that.” 


Reno and Dante returned to visit Clara and bring her current with the latest developments in Operation Rebound. Her condition had improved enough for her to eat solid foods and take a few tentative steps along the corridor with the help of a nurses’ aid. The two men found her sitting up in bed reading a magazine.
After both men pulled up chairs, Reno began to fill her in, “McCaffrey says that Baylor’s been arrested by Federal Marshalls for the cocaine sale to Alejandro. So far, he hasn’t agreed to talk about anything. He faces substantial jail time unless he does. They have Tenety so scared that he’ll be dragged into this mess that he’s hired an attorney and agreed to give up his pal for the theft of the 105 kilos that includes the 5 kilos of coke they sold at the Madrid.”
Dante faced Clara and added: “Your department will prefer charges against him for the generic charge of ‘conduct unbecoming a police officer and prejudicial to the good order of the department’ phrased in your arcane jargon, based on his own admissions. They have suspended him and busted him back to patrolman.”
Reno chimed in, “He’ll be able to take early retirement after he pleads guilty in the Department Trial Room and pays a hefty fine. He’ll have to cough up some of the ill-gotten gains he accumulated from the sale of the 100 kilos of heroin to an out of town drug cartel and whatever else he stole during his tenure in the Narcotics Division.”
“Why not criminal charges against him, too?” Clara asked.
“McCaffrey would rather use him as a witness against his partner than try to bring an indictment with no corroboration other than his own admission. His word will be good enough to get Baylor’s case before a jury to support Alejandro’s testimony,” Reno explained.
Clara followed up with another question. “What about the murder of Willis Beamon? Any progress in that case?” 
“It may be that those two detectives hired a gunman from another city to kill Beamon. There’s no proof of that and Tenety certainly won’t admit it. We think Willie got too close to finding out who stole the drugs. The hired gun may be the same guy that shot you,” Dante said.
 “He’s going to remain paralyzed, it seems. One of my rounds hit his spine. He’s not going to say anything about anything, code of omerta, you know.”
Reno added: “He probably killed Jimmy Bats, too. He’s been busy, but he’ll at least do life in a prison hospital bed for attempted murder just for shooting you. He has previous convictions for felonies that will enhance his sentence. We assume that the killer got close to Beamon by presenting himself as an informant looking for a hand-out of drugs or money.”
“The Feds have matched Baylor’s voice on the tape recordings from Patsy’s restaurant with his voice on the wire you wore when you met him and his partner. Those two were in league with Jimmy Bats. Just another nail in Baylor’s coffin,” Dante explained.
Clara shifted her gaze to Dante. “I like the no-beard effect. How about your illegal gun possession, how are you going to wriggle out of that?”
Reno smiled and patted Dante on the shoulder. “Not only will Dudley Do-Right, here have his assault case dismissed but with all he’s done, the D.A. is giving him a free ride on the gun possession based on the recommendation of the Police Commissioner himself.”
Clara cast her face into a broad grin. “Landed on your feet again, haven’t you, Romeo?”
Dante shrugged, “I still have to face the bosses at the DEA. They may not be as understanding. I’m not that concerned about what they do with me. I think I’m about done with this cloak and dagger stuff. Burn-out may be the correct phrase.”
Reno stood and said: “I’m going to make a visit to the gents. You two lovebirds may continue your conversation. I’ll meet you in the lobby, Dante”
 “That sounds like Slovik and his crew had nothing to do with the theft or the murder of their partner,” Clara said after Reno left.
“They may cut corners while making arrests but no charges will be preferred against them on the word of hearsay information alone,” Dante replied. “Besides, their version of how they discovered the 105 kilos is the only one anybody has.”
 “How is the media handling all this? I haven’t seen any news since I’ve been in this joint.”
“The official story is that a civilian contract employee of the DEA shot your assailant. No one’s even thought to question such a far-fetched explanation. The media has passed that version along to the public. They’re just happy to have such a juicy press release involving bad cops, arrests, heroic operatives — me and you — and a mob contract killer put out of action.”
“Thank you for being there, Dante. A second shot would have finished me.”
Clara reached out and took his hand. Dante leaned over and pressed her hand to his lips. “I owe you, sweetheart,” he murmured. “You stepped in front of me. Otherwise our roles might be reversed now.”  
 “You know as well as I do that he aimed at me first,” Clara said. “Just doing my job, I didn’t even think about what I was doing. Had to protect you, ya big lug. Thanks for the flowers, by the way. Even my ex sent a bouquet. He knows enough not to visit me. I’d throw the bedpan at him.”
“You’re a tough lady Clara Jean,” Dante said.
“You skunk, you found out my middle name.”
“Speaking of names, what’s so secret about Reno’s first name?”
“Buy me dinner when I get out of here and I’ll tell you.”
“I’ll do better than that, I’ll make you dinner,” Dante said, bending over to kiss her cheek. 
 



 
 
Chapter Thirty-One
 
Dante and Reno came to the hospital to pick Clara up upon her discharge. The woman detective sat in a chair, her belongings in her lap, awaiting a Nurse’s Aide with a wheelchair to take her to the hospital door and Reno’s car. Reno excused himself to bring the car around to the exit ramp.
“What never ceases to amaze me,” she said to Dante, “is how far off the reservation some cops can stray. Those two jerks not only swiped and sold a huge amount of drugs but are responsible for the deaths of at least two people, including another detective.”
“You were almost their third victim,” Dante said. “Another of my father’s favorite aphorisms is: ‘Whenever a person begins to compromise his personal integrity he becomes capable of anything.’ I think I told you, he’s a retired Carabinieri investigator, worked on bringing down Mafia big shots.”
“Yeah, you did tell me that — wise man — your father. Tell me, how did you get so far off the path of righteousness those years ago, that you ended up where you are? You never really explained it to me.”
 “There is really no rational explanation for stupidity,” Dante answered. “To put it bluntly, disillusionment is usually the seed of betrayal. In my case, I got disillusioned with the way I thought the Agency used me. No excuse, but that about sums it up.” 
 Clara glanced away and changed the subject, “I’ll be glad to get out of this place. This injury may get me a medical pension at three-quarters salary. We’ll see what the Police Surgeon says when he examines me. Whatever he says, it’ll sure be a long time before I get back to work. You look distracted. What’s eating you?”
“I met with the Inspector General of the DEA yesterday. He flew up from Washington to talk to me.”
Clara appeared apprehensive. “So, what did he tell you?”
“I’ve done my last wacky caper with them. They cut me loose. Gave me a nice bonus and said sayonara.”
“I’m sorry, Dante,” she said.
“I’m relieved, actually, and I kind of expected it. So, what would you do if they pensioned you off?” Dante asked.
“I don’t know, haven’t thought that far ahead. What will you do now that Agency has cut its ties with you?”
“I’m not sure, why don’t we do nothing together?” 
“Was that a proposition, Romeo?”
“Believe me, I’d…”
Reno burst into the room exuding an air of excitement. “What happened to you?” Clara asked. “You’re wife have a baby or something?”
“Almost as good,” Reno said. “I called D.I. Zakowsky after I moved the car. He told me that both Tenety and Vito Penza rolled over on Chief Hanratty. He was the leak all along, wanted to protect the men in his unit who shared dirty money with him.”
“So what’s so exciting?” Dante asked.
“The New York County D. A.’s office put him in the Grand Jury to ask him about everything that went on in Narcotics, especially the SIU.”
“And…” Clara prompted.
“He refused to answer under questioning in the Grand Jury even after they brought him before a judge to give him the requisite warnings about contempt. He’s now doing ninety days in Riker’s Island for contempt of the Grand Jury. The PC suspended him and demoted him back to captain. The Department will serve him with charges when he gets out and dismiss him, can’t revoke his pension, though. He’s got too much time in the job.”
Reno in a jubilant mood, gave Dante and Clara slaps on the palms of their hands, the traditional “high five”. 
“I guess we did some good,” Dante mused.
 
Reno dropped Dante and Clara off in front of her apartment building.
“I’ll help you upstairs with you stuff,” Dante offered Clara.
“I’m headed downtown, you two. Gotta rejoin my squad,” Reno exulted. “I’m sure Old Zack has something for me to do. See you all later.” He drove away in a state of high emotion.
Dante unlocked the apartment door for Clara and deposited her belongings in the bedroom. He looked around at her, trying to conceal the expectancy in his mind.
“Don’t tell me, Lochinvar, you want to stay and help me get settled,” Clara said with a mischievous grin.
“I wish you wouldn’t be so cynical,” Dante replied. “You know you cut me to the quick.”
Clara gestured at her immobilized left arm. “But no funny business, now that I can’t defend myself.”
Dante taken up with her mood and relived that she had apparently forgiven him, said: “I’ll just be your domestic until you get better. After that, it’s every woman for herself.”
“I’ll still have my gun, you know, get stupid and I put one in your ear.”
“They’d call it suicide by cop. On a lighter note, I’ve been meaning to ask you, what’s so secret about Reno’s first name?”
“If you repeat this, so help me…”
“I’ll take the secret to the grave.”
“His given name is Erasmus, the saint not the philosopher. He just abhors being called by the nickname — Elmo — don’t ever tell him I said that.”
“My lips are sealed forever. Now my darling let me kiss you to celebrate our surviving Operation Rebound and your safe return home.”
“Be gentle, Romeo, everything still hurts.” 
 
 
If you enjoyed Broken Force, please share your thoughts by leaving a review on Amazon.
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