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Аннотация
Grand Central Noir is an impressive collection of dark tales set in Grand Central Terminal by some of the finest crime and mystery writers working today. Compiled by Terrence McCauley, it features an array of intriguing stories from the likes of award winning writers such as Matt Hilton, Ron Fortier, Jen Conley, R. Narvaez and many others. Please note that all proceeds from this book go directly to God's Love We Deliver.
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INTRODUCTION

Grand Central Terminal. The most dynamic building in the most dynamic city in the world. Thousands travel into and out of it every day. Get their shoes shined or buy a new outfit before a posh dinner at Michael Jordan�s or, less posh to some, Two Boots. All without having to step outside. Meet business partners, families, lovers, friends. Even criminal cohorts. It�s absolutely a world of its own. A world of hellos and goodbyes. A maze. A limbo. A banal conduit for some. A refuge for others. A tourist destination for throngs.
In short, a place teeming with stories.
Which is why we have assembled more than a dozen tales from some of the best authors working today. Specifically, stories about crime. For years, Grand Central Terminal has been seen as a place of despair, where the gullible arrived by the dozens and the homeless and the addicted flocked lacking anywhere else to go. Now celebrating its hundredth year, the terminal is experiencing something of a renaissance, but still, in the most dynamic city in the world, the most dynamic building lends itself to tales of adventure, of redemption, and of noir.
Botched robberies. Chance encounters. Stolen lives. Revenge. Revenge. And more revenge. All of this happens within the confines of the magnificent Beaux-Arts structure, under its great and ever-watchful vault of stars. Some of the authors here you may have read before. Others you may be reading for the first time. All of them are worth a look.
While crime and noir stories are often about those without hope, we thought it was important to hold a note of hope with this book. That is why we selected God�s Love, We Deliver to receive100 percent of the proceeds from this book. It is an organization whose mission is to improve the health and well being of men, women, and children living with HIV/AIDS, cancer, and other serious illnesses by alleviating hunger and malnutrition. They prepare and deliver nutritious, high-quality meals to people who, because of their illness, are unable to provide or prepare meals for themselves. They also provide illness-specific nutrition education and counseling to their clients, families, care providers and other service organizations. All of their services are provided free of charge without regard to income. For more information about this great organization, visit https://www.glwd.org/.
In purchasing this book, you�ve not only helped some great writers find a new audience, you�ve also helped a worthwhile charity continue an important mission.
Safe travels,
Terrence P. McCauley

Lost Property � by I. A. Watson

THE BIG MAN VAULTED the counter before Rebecca could react. He caught her by the collar and slammed her into the wire-mesh racking where the lost property was stored. �Where is it?� he snarled into Rebecca�s face. �Tell me now and I won�t hurt you � much!�
It was late, past two in the morning. Even the Grand Central Terminal�s main concourse was quiet. A difficult traveler at baggage checking might have been spotted by the clerks at the south side ticket booths � if the angry man hadn�t come over the counter and pushed Rebecca back from their line of sight.
The slim brunette gasped, choked by the calloused hand gripping her throat. �I don�t know what you�re talking about! I� please� �
The grasp tightened. �I�m talking �bout locker 59, honey,� the intruder growled. �I want my suitcase.�
The woman struggled but he was too strong. �I don�t understand,� she insisted.
Hanner�s face was red. A vein on his temple pulsed with his rage. �Two hours back I deposited a case in one of your lockers. I come back, it isn�t there.�
�I don�t know about that,� Rebecca insisted. �Talk to security. They have a master key. Maybe you had food in there that smelled rotten? Or a live animal?� It was remarkable what people tried to stuff into platform lockers. The baggage check girl could have told some great stories if a strangler�s hand wasn�t at her windpipe.
�I�m not talking about the bag,� her attacker hissed. His spittle splattered her cheek. �I�m talking about the locker. The whole damn row of lockers � gone!�
�That�s� unlikely,� Rebecca stammered. Was the man mad? Drunk? His stale breath has a sour whiskey tang to it.
�You took it. You or your thieving station buddies!�
�Sir� I have no idea what you�re� you�re hurting me. I can�t breathe!�
�I want it. I gave everything for it. If I don�t get it then it was all for nothing. No reason to take away those lockers �cept to steal what�s mine. So again � one last time, sweetheart � where is it? Where�s my case?�
�Nothing�s been handed in.� How many times had Rebecca to say that every day to plaintive passengers? She�d never expected they�d be her last words.
The intruder had a gun. He pressed it to her cheek. �I already asked your security guy. He didn�t tell me. You want what he got?�
Rebecca cringed. So she was going to die. Her clerk�s life seemed very grey and flat. What had happened to her wild romantic dreams? She worked where thousands of people travelled to far off wonderful places � and she never went anywhere. Death in a lost and found was only one last disappointment.
Her mind raced through her options. Knee the big man, or maybe scream for help? Both would probably get her killed. But since he was going to murder her anyway�
The counter bell rang. The ding-ding was too cheery and incongruous for the final moments of a young woman�s life.
Hanner dropped out of sight behind the desk. His.45 kept steady on the woman. �Get rid of him,� he whispered.
Rebecca turned back to the front of the shop. A man in sharp pinstripes and a tilted fedora gave her a winning smile and tipped his hat. �Evening.�
�How � how may I help you?� The gun was three feet away from Rebecca. The thug could see her every motion, her expressions; any wrong move and she�d be dead.
�This is where lost property gets reported? I�ve lost a hat.�
Rebecca glanced up at the newcomer�s head.
He had a charming, roguish smile. �Not that one. The absent article�s a big flowery wide-brimmed affair of Auntie�s. In a hat-box about, oh, like this�� He gestured a circular container two feet in diameter. �Candy-striped. The box, not the hat. The hat�s monstrous enough without stripes.�
�Nobody�s handed in anything like that.�
�Probably not. Who�d want to be seen with it? It probably crawled off the train by itself. We should be calling up the circus with nets and � hey, are you okay?�
Rebecca hadn�t meant to tremble. �I�m fine. Long day, late night shift. You know?�
�Not really. I try to avoid honest work.� The newcomer handed over a calling card. �Bill Maxton. And you are�?�
�Rebecca Sharp.�
It was surreal, being flirted with in a killer�s gun-sights. But how could Maxton know what was hidden beneath the counter? He saw only a personable clerk in a deserted concourse in the small hours of Monday morning. Another time Rebecca might even have flirted back.
�Look, Mr. Maxton, I can fill out the lost property register with your details and we�ll call or write you if� �
�Oh, call me anyway.� The newcomer grinned. �Life�s too short not to.� He turned to his left, where the turnstiles led to the tracks. Steam gushed out from the platforms, sending warm gusts into the high roof-vaults of the world�s most elegant station. �You know, we could just turn round, the two of us, and hop on any one of those trains and go anywhere.�
When Bill Maxton said it like that, with that twinkle, it was almost enough to convince. If Rebecca hadn�t been at gunpoint, if her throat wasn�t still sore from Hanner�s chokehold, if she�d not been scared out of her wits� she�d still not have gone. But in her dingy one-room walk-up later she�d have regretted it, and dreamed of how her life might have changed forever.
�I�ll take your details. About the hat, I mean.�
�What hat? Oh, that hat. Auntie�s hat. Horrible, really. If someone does hand it in, you might do the public a service and arrange for it to be ceremonially burned. With a priest on hand for exorcism. It�s that horrid a hat. I�d probably have written it off and faced the wrath of Auntie except I noticed that there was a remarkably gorgeous girl on late-night lost property duty. And so� � Maxton offered a what-can-you-do gesture with his hands.
The thug under the counter pinched Rebecca�s leg hard. �Get rid of him,� he mouthed.
�Mr. Maxton� �
�Bill. Call me Bill. People who�re going to run off together should be on a first-name basis. Where d�you fancy? Chicago? Toronto? Niagara Falls?�
�Mr. Maxton, I�m very busy. I don�t have time for nonsense tonight.�
Maxton looked around the quiet concourse. A few travelers drifted about, mostly crossing the waiting room to the men�s smoking room or the women�s rest room, but the seething bustle of the day�s traffic was reduced to a handful of visitors.
�I don�t have time for nonsense from you,� Rebecca clarified. She wished there was some way she could signal to Bill � Mr. Maxton � that she was in trouble. But that would kill them both. �Be on your way.�
Maxton was persistent. �You haven�t put Auntie in your book yet,� he pointed out.
Rebecca reached for the lost property register. She flipped the big ledger open and uncapped a pen. She checked Maxton�s card for his address.
Written on the calling card in sprawling script was: I know you�re at gunpoint. This is a rescue.
The woman swallowed hard. She glanced over at Maxton. His expression remained amiable and relaxed. He winked at her.
She scribbled onto the register page: There is a man with a gun under the desk. Call the police.
Bill Maxton grinned. �What�s going on here tonight?�
Rebecca tensed. Did he realize that the killer under the counter would shoot them both at even the suspicion that he�d been detected? �I don�t know what you mean,� she told Maxton.
�All those goons with guns running round the station. At first I thought maybe the Mayor or someone was coming and they were security. But their suits are a bit loud for Secret Service, and badly cut for hiding the gun-bulges.
Beneath the desk Hanner looked around wildly, like a hunted man.
�I don�t know anything about that,� the baggage girl replied.
�Oh sure. A real mooks� convention, down where the lockers are. Half a dozen knuckle-draggers scratching their heads. I think they�re looking for their buddy.� Maxton dinged the counter-bell merrily. �Ah well, I�ll be off, then. I�ll be seeing you again though, Miss Sharp. I promise.�
The baffling traveler turned to go, but Hanner sprang from concealment and leveled his.45. �Don�t move, bud. Climb over the counter and get back here. Fast.�
�How can I not move and jump back there?� Maxton asked reasonably.
The thug turned his gun to Rebecca. �Get in here. Where nobody can see you.�
Maxton shrugged, then scrambled over the desk to join Rebecca.
�In back,� Hanner insisted.
Maxton laid a guiding hand on Rebecca�s shoulder and steered her before him into one of the aisles behind the front desk. The wire shelving was filled with cases and parcels ready to be collected.
Rebecca felt absurdly ashamed at her relief when the gun turned back on Maxton. He seemed so much more suited to being held up by some seedy gorilla.
�Tell me about those guys you saw at the lockers,� Hanner demanded.
�What�s to tell? Around six of them, I�d say, with some buddies out on Vanderbilt by the taxis. Plenty of mashed noses and cauliflower ears between them. Like if an old boxers� convention accidentally stumbled into a cheap tailor�s store. They�re looking for a friend of theirs called Hanner.� Maxton looked speculatively at the man aiming a weapon at him. �You wouldn�t be Hanner, by any chance, would you? You�ve got the tailoring for it.�
�Don�t be smart. Did they have a suitcase?�
�A case? No, no case. To be honest I didn�t get too close. I think they might be jimmying open lockers. I steer clear of that kind of business. You�d think the station guards might be a bit more vigilant.�
�I think� he may have done something to Mr. Stuart the night guard,� Rebecca admitted.
Hanner�s lip twisted. It might have passed for a smile in the dim light of the naked overhead bulbs if the expression had reached his eyes. �Nothing like what I�ll do to you if I don�t get my goods. I want my locker. I want my suitcase. I want what�s due me.�
Maxton turned to Rebecca. �This fellah seems to have lost some property. Any ideas?�
�No. He just grabbed me and knocked me around and pointed a gun at me. I don�t understand what he�s after.�
Maxton glanced at the sweating thug. �Let me take a guess. This guy Hanner, he�s run off with something that he thinks he�s entitled to. Those bruisers out there disagree. He hid his swag in one of your station lockers while he, I don�t know, bought a ticket, got a drink, used the boys� room � I hope you washed your hands, buddy. And now he can�t remember where he parked his stash.�
�I remember fine!� snarled the gunsel. �Locker 59. Here�s the key, see? But when I went back down to the lockers, opposite the barber shop, it�s gone.�
Rebecca frowned. �You�re not claiming that a whole row of metal cabinets has just disappeared, are you? That�s ridiculous � and impossible!�
�I know what I did! I know what I saw!� Hanner was sweating profusely now. His eyes kept flicking toward the counter. He was afraid that the men he�d double-crossed might search here next. Time was running out. It made him more dangerous than ever.
�Stay calm,� Maxton advised him. �We can solve this. You�ve got a gun on us so we�ll have to. Tell us some more. We need all the info. What�s in the case?�
�None of your damned�, � the thug began; but he caught himself and explained through gritted teeth. �Thirteen years I worked for Charlie the Head. Done everything he asked me to. Tortured. Maimed. Killed. Took out my own cousin when he was going to squeal. Charlie owes me. He owes me big.�
�So you took a retirement plan?� Maxton guessed. �When Charlie wouldn�t just let you go away with a fair settlement you grabbed what you could into a suitcase and made for Grand Central?�
�It was due me!� Hanner insisted. �I heard about � this guy sold me the combination to Charlie�s safe. So I took what I was due. And now I want it. I want it!�
�Maybe those men Mr. Maxton saw have already found it?� reasoned Rebecca.
�I can understand your frustration, big guy,� Maxton admitted. �Been thinking about retirement myself. Get out of the rat race. Travel the world. Maybe settle down somewhere eventually with a nice girl. In fact, I was considering Miss Sharp here for the part. I�m fairly confident that if there hadn�t been a hulking goon lurking behind the counter I could have had her on a train out of here before the guard blew his whistle.�
�You would not!� Rebecca insisted, blushing.
�Why not, honey? I saw it in your eyes when I dinged your desk. You�re just spinning your wheels here. It�s not living. It�s not what you dreamed of, is it? But you�re smart, you�re easy on the eye, you�re a good person � and brave, I can see that � so why not take a risk and retire with a fellah like me? You need a change. I need reforming. Could be a match.�
The baggage check girl failed to contain an incredulous smile. �A man is pointing a gun at us. Is this the time to try for a date?�
�There might not be a later.�
Hanner jammed his.45 into Maxton�s ribs. �Shaddup, Romeo. I need to know what Charlie�s boys are doing. I need to find my bag an� get away from here. If I don�t get those things, you and Juliet are dead. Got it?�
Maxton nodded. �How about this, then? You looked for locker� 59 was it? And it wasn�t there. But did you look to see if there were two locker 159s? Or 259s?�
�Of course!� Rebecca gasped. �Hauling away a big bank of lockers would be impossible. But just stenciling an extra number on the ones with only two digits� �
Even Hanner caught on. �It�s still there? Some joker changed the numbers?�
�That�s how I�d do it,� Maxton admitted. �Paint in the store, hardly anyone around this late� Of course, Charlie the Head�s boys never knew which locker the case was in. They�ll just jimmy them all open.�
Hanner�s red face twitched. �No. No, they mustn�t. Not after everything.�
�I know what you should do!� Rebecca blurted. �I know!�
The gun turned on her. �What?� Hanner demanded sullenly.
�There are men breaking into our lockers. Mr. Stuart may be� hurt. We should call the cops.�
�Oh, I get it,� Maxton saw. �The police come and clear out those knuckle-draggers. Maybe pin your security guy�s misfortune on them. While there�s a big fuss on, Hanner here just strolls down with his key and tries all the lockers ending in 59 until he finds the right one, then just hops on a train.�
The brutal killer looked suspicious. �How�d I get past the cops?�
�Well, that�s the easy part,� Maxton told him. �Don�t you see what that big package right behind you is?�
Hanner glanced over his shoulder. �What is it?�
�It�s a diversion,� Maxton answered as he grabbed the thug�s wrist and twisted the.45 aside. �And this is a punch in the kidneys. And that�s a left cross.�
Hanner slammed back into the racks. Parcels fell around him. The gun fell amongst them. Maxton went in with his fists.
Rebecca slid out of range of the brawl. She found a letter-opener sharp enough to serve as a knife and held it ready. She looked about for where the gun had skittered.
Hanner was bigger and stronger than Maxton. He was an experienced murderer.
Maxton never gave him a chance. His attacks were scientific, precise, devastating. �Gut blow� Right cross� Left cross� Haymaker.�
Hanner lost all interest in his missing case, the kidnapped girl, or anything.
Maxton bound him hand and foot with packing crate webbing. �There. That should hold him until the officers of the law come to claim their lost property.� The young man retrieved his hat.
Rebecca pointed the gun at him. �Not so fast, mister. I have questions.�
Maxton froze. He had Hanner�s key in his hand. �Enquire, Miss Sharp.�
�I don�t think it was coincidence that you lost your auntie�s hat, was it? You already knew about Hanner and the stolen goods.�
�Guilty as charged.�
�Is there even a missing hat?�
�There�s not even an auntie, I�m afraid.�
�The renumbered lockers? Was that you?�
�Right on the money.�
�The goons?�
�Not really here. Charlie�s boys aren�t that smart.�
�And the gangster�s safe combination that this Hanner thug learned?�
�Yep. Fed it to him through a joe I know.� Maxton�s smirk vanished. �Didn�t expect Hanner to go rampaging round the station, though. I�m sorry about Stuart. And I apologize for your ordeal. I just wanted� �
�To retire,� Rebecca understood. �From a life of� con artistry?�
�I need reforming. The love of a good woman.� He smiled up at Rebecca. �You know, this key opens a locker with the best part of a million dollars in it. That�s a lot of retirement. Enough for two. Before the cops arrive to drag Hanner away an adventurous couple could be on a train to anywhere.�
Rebecca kept the.45 steady. �You�re a thief and a scoundrel. You almost got me killed. No girl could trust you.�
�But you do. Right, Rebecca?�
From Grand Central Terminal there are trains to anywhere in North America. From Grand Central Terminal you can go anywhere in the world.
�I�m keeping the gun,� Rebecca told Maxton. �In case.�
�Then I�m keeping the girl,� Maxton insisted. �Deal?�
Rebecca relented. She slipped the gun into her pocket and fended off Maxton�s kiss. �Hold it,� she warned, sliding the lost property book over to him. �First you have to sign for me.�

Train to Nowhere � by Charles Salzberg and Jessica Hall

�YOU COME VERY HIGHLY RECOMMENDED, Mr. Swann.�
�I have no idea who might recommend me, much less highly, but I�m not going to argue with them or you,� I said, as I gave my prospective client the once over.
I�d received the call from her � she said her name was Karyn Shaw, with a K and a Y, she pointed out � earlier that morning. She asked if we could meet in the Atrium at the Citicorp Building, on Third Avenue and 54th Street. So that�s where we were seated, at a table in the center of the large, open expanse. It was nearly 3 p.m., so the lunchtime crowd had evaporated and was replaced by a sprinkling of people obviously killing time till something better came along. I know what that�s like. I spend most of my life doing the same thing.
�How will I know you?� I asked.
She laughed. A throaty laugh. Like Lauren Bacall�s. I wondered if she could teach me how to whistle.
�Oh, I don�t think you�ll have any trouble picking me out of a crowd. Just look for a woman with long red hair that looks like it could use a comb through.�
She was right. I spotted her right away. She was sitting at a table in the middle of the Atrium, one floor below Barnes and Noble. Scratch Lauren Bacall and replace her with a slightly older version of Nicole Kidman and you�d have a better idea of what she looked like.
�I�ll get right down to business. I�d like to hire you to find someone,� she said, twirling a wooden stirrer in her Styrofoam cup of coffee.
�Who might that be?�
�My father.�
�Your father�s missing?�
�Yes.�
�For how long?�
�A long time.�
�When was the last time you saw him?�
She thought a moment.
�I�ve never actually met him.�
�That would qualify as a long time.�
�Forty-five years to be precise.�
�So why now?�
�You mean why look for him now?�
�That�s exactly what I mean.�
�It seems like the right time, that�s why.�
I shrugged.
She pulled out one of those fake cigarettes, the ones that glow in the dark, and tapped it on the table. �I�m trying to quit,� she purred. �It isn�t easy. This helps. Maybe.�
She put the faux butt in her mouth, then quickly removed it and shoved it back into her oversized black bag. �It seems so ridiculous, but it helps just to take it out, look at it and stick it in my mouth.�
�Whatever does the trick. Back to your father. I don�t buy this �It seems like the right time� business.�
�My mother died recently. I�m an only child. I have no other family. I thought I might like to see what I was missing.�
I refrained from telling her that from my own experience, she wasn�t missing much.
�I don�t work pro bono.�
�I didn�t think you did. I�m prepared to pay and I�m sure a man of your caliber doesn�t come cheap.�
Being a sucker for flattery, I also refrained from telling her just how cheap I came and how often. Why burst her bubble when we hardly knew each other?
�I�m prepared to pay the price, your price, so long as I think I�m getting quality.�
For my part, I was prepared to let her live with her illusions, especially this one. I asked her to tell me what she knew.
Her father was a Vietnam vet. He met her mother while they were students at a small upstate college after he came back from the service. They were together a year when she got pregnant. He took off. Her mother said he just couldn�t handle the stress, that he was never quite right after he got back from Southeast Asia. According to her mother, he suffered from terrible nightmares.
When she was finished telling me what she knew, I asked the appropriate questions.
Did he ever come back to visit?
Not that she was aware of.
What about his family?
He was from Ohio and she checked the web for the family name, Osborne, but she came up empty.
When she was finished, I shook my head. �I�m not a miracle worker,� I said.
�There is something else,� she said, her eyes dropping from me to the half-empty cup of joe.
�What�s that?�
�I do have what I think is a good lead for you.�
�What�s that?�
�I think he may be hanging in or around Grand Central Terminal. Maybe he works there or maybe�� � she paused a moment � �he�s homeless.�
�How do you know this?�
�When he was in the service he received a Bronze Star. Not long ago, it turned up in Grand Central.�
�What does that mean?�
�It was found amongst the belongings of a homeless woman. You know, the kind who wheel all their possessions around in a shopping cart and plastic bags. Obviously, it wasn�t hers, so the authorities tracked it down as belonging to my father. Donald Osborne.�
�She could have gotten it a dozen different ways.�
�She could, but she said she got it from the man who owned it. The authorities couldn�t find a current address, for him, I mean, my dad, so they could return it to him, but they did contact the Veteran�s Administration, and I found out about it through them when I began searching for him. I would suggest you start there.�
When I�d exhausted all the questions I could think of, she took out her checkbook, wrote me a check for a retainer of $1,000, which would cover two days� work, and I was off and running. I promised a two-day turnaround. If it took longer we agreed to negotiate the additional cost.

* * *

Grand Central Terminal, not Station, which is a common error people make, is smack in the middle of midtown Manhattan. You start there or end there, and in this case it was the end or certainly near the end for many people who were and are so down on their luck that they have made GCT their home. Technically then, they are no longer homeless � they are simply unwelcome.
This was where I was to begin my search for Karyn�s father.
But first, I learned as much about him as possible.
His name was Donald Osborne. He was born in Ohio, a small town outside of Columbus. He enlisted in the army right out of high school, in 1968. He spent two tours of duty in Vietnam and was wounded, which is how he got the Bronze Star, saving three men by holding off the Vietcong for three hours, until help arrived. He served his time and then when he came back to the states he enrolled at Alfred University on the GI Bill, where he met Karyn�s mother. There was no record of them ever being hitched, but that didn�t mean he wasn�t the father.
His trail went cold soon after that. Karyn�s mother wasn�t alive, so I couldn�t get anything from her, and I couldn�t find anyone left close enough to be called family. I was able to dig up a photograph from an article in the college paper. Over forty years old, would be difficult to go by, but it was better than nothing. Osborne, dressed in his Army uniform looking stoic and proud, was standing in front of student services. Of greater interest was an article in the paper following his first week of attendance, showing protesters sitting on the school lawn holding signs. �Baby Killers NOT Welcome Here.� And �Give Peace a Chance.� Apparently the schools anti-war club didn�t think Osborne deserving of a hero�s welcome.
That was it.
The rest I�d have to learn by visiting where things started and ended.
Grand Central Terminal.
My first stop was security, where I asked about the found medal. Initially, I was met with blank stares and quizzical looks, but eventually I was able to track down the officer who�d found the woman who had the medal. Fortunately, he happened to be on duty that evening and I found him patrolling the downstairs area, where most of the homeless now congregated, sitting at the caf� tables intended for commuters. At first glance they might seem like anyone else traveling through, but after watching them for a while it was clear they weren�t going anywhere. Many of them sat without their coats on, surrounded by plastic shopping bags, newspapers, and empty coffee cups.
Lined with fancy restaurants like Junior�s and Zocalo, the place was just emptying out with the last of the commuters headed home for the night. I hadn�t been there for a while and it took me by surprise that the large, comfortable leatherette wing chairs had now been replaced by benches, obviously meant to keep the homeless from becoming too comfortable. Tables meant for the public to eat take-out food from several of the non-sit-down eateries, were mostly empty now, except for the homeless.
I spotted the cop, whose name was Doyle. He was kicking the soles of the feet of an old man, slumped over and sleeping, arms wrapped tight around a dirty plastic bag bulging with unidentifiable items. �Sir! Sir! You can�t sleep here, sir!�
�Excuse me,� I said, �I wonder if you could help me.�
�Information booth�s upstairs,� he said, still focused on his work.
�That�s not the kind of information I�m looking for.�
�You�re in a friggin� train station, what other kind of information you want. Where the toilets are?�
�Wearing my Depends, so I�m good there. I�m looking for a homeless woman. Do you remember the woman you picked up the other day who had that Bronze medal in her cart? Don�t you think it should be returned to its rightful owner? Maybe if I can find who I�m looking for you�ll have one less person to roust.�
�She was shipped off to a shelter, but that doesn�t mean she�s not back here by now. They all come back. They complain the shelters are dangerous, and maybe they are. This is like home to them.�
�But it�s your job to get them out of here.�
�Personally, I couldn�t give a shit. So long as they don�t bother anyone, it�s fine with me. It�s just that we can�t allow them to sleep, make a mess of themselves, or bother the customers.�
�They have favorite spots, don�t they?�
�Yup.�
�And hers?�
�Over there, back table,� he said, gesturing behind me. �In fact, I think that�s her. Grey hair, pinned back, black sweater.�
I looked over my shoulder, and there, sitting at a small, round table, covered with newspapers, a water bottle and Starbucks coffee cup, and surrounded by three shopping bags, a coat on the back of her chair, was a surprisingly elegant looking woman.
�Her?� I said, nodding my head in her direction.
�Yup.�
�She looks almost� �
�Normal?�
�Yeah, if there is such a thing.�
�She�s not bat-shit crazy, if that�s what you mean. But she probably has an alcohol problem, or she�s not on her meds. She�s lucid. At least she was the other day.�
�She got a name?�
�Lucy.�
I excused myself and headed over to Lucy�s table.
As I approached, she looked up and a look of fear spread over her face.
�I hope I�m not disturbing you,� I said, as I stopped a couple feet from her. �I just have a few questions. I�m looking for someone.�
She didn�t say anything, her bright blue eyes, surprisingly clear, seemed to look right through me.
�Mind if I sit down?�
She didn�t say anything, so I slowly, as non-aggressively as I could manage, pulled a chair out and sat down. She didn�t get up and leave, so I figured I could forge ahead.
�I understand you had a medal��
�I didn�t steal it,� she said defensively, her body moving away from me slightly.
�I�m sure you didn�t.�
�They took it from me.�
�I know. I was just wondering who you got it from.�
�Why do you care?�
�I�m not going to lie to you, Lucy. That�s your name, right?�
�Yes,� she said slowly, never taking her eyes off mine.
�Well, I�m looking for the man who gave you the medal because his daughter hired me to find him. She wants to help him, if he�s in trouble.�
�He ain�t in no trouble.�
�Why do you say that?�
�We look out for each other down here. We�re like family. Ever since he showed up he�s been like an angel for everyone, looking out for us, getting us food, clothes, whatever we need. Me, I�m conducting research on human behavior.�
�His daughter would like to help him. Can you tell me where he is?�
�I can, but that don�t mean I will. He�s a friend of mine. That�s why he gave me the medal to hold on to, now they took that from me, too. What if you�re lying to me?�
�I�m not lying. I don�t want to hurt him, I just want to talk to him. Can you tell me how to find him?�
�You got any money?�
�You want me to give you money?�
�It look like I have any of my own?�
I reached into my back pocket and took out my wallet. I peeled off two twenties and laid them on the table. She eyed them a moment, then quick as a frog�s tongue, her hand shot out, she grabbed them, and stuffed them in her pocket.
She looked at me suspiciously a moment, then finally said, �He�s not here all the time.�
�When was the last time you saw him?�
��bout an hour ago maybe, but I�m not too good with time.�
�Where�s his spot?�
�He moves around a lot. Maybe over by those tracks over there.� She indicated by bobbing her head past me, toward the east end of the terminal.
�Can you describe him to me?�
She laughed.
�That�s funny.�
�People think all us homeless people look alike. But he dresses up real good� for a homeless person. He�s got this gray jacket he wears. Looks like it came from a suit or something. And jeans. He always wears jeans. But they ain�t dirty jeans.�
�I�ll find him,� I said, as I got up. �Listen, Lucy, thanks.� I opened my wallet and put another twenty on the table. �Take care of yourself,� I said, but I don�t think she heard me.
Lucy�s description was right on target. Seated on a bench close to track 125, he was reading a newspaper, a carry-on bag at his feet. He looked like just another commuter. He ignored me until I got close enough so that I was standing only a couple of feet from him. Only then did he look up. We stared at each other a moment, sizing each other up.
He looked to be in his early-to-late sixties and didn�t look as if he�d been on the streets. He was clean-shaven, his grey hair cropped short, almost military style. He was dressed just as Lucy had described and was wearing a clean white Oxford button-down shirt and a faded blue tie. I recognized that same stoic expression as the guy in the school paper.
I sat down beside him, remaining silent for a moment. He paid me no attention. He was reading the Sports section of the Times.
�Yankees or Mets?� I asked in an attempt to break the ice.
He looked up.
�You�re Donald Osborne, aren�t you?�
I could feel an electric jolt coming from him, as he shot me a killer look.
�I�m not here to cause you any trouble,� I said as soothingly as I could. �But you�re him, aren�t you?�
�I used to be him. I�m not him anymore.�
�That�s fine, because I�m only interested in the him you were, not the him you are now.�
�Funny, �cause I�m only interested in the now. What do you want?�
�I found you after the cops picked up Lucy and found your medal. It wasn�t hard to track you from there. And as to why, well, someone wants to meet you. You served in Vietnam, didn�t you?�
�Yes. They called me a war hero, but for the past forty-four years I�ve been trying to push that stuff out of my head. That and a lot of other stuff. I done some horrible things, other things, things I shouldn�t have done. I live this way �cause I deserve to live this way. Hell, maybe I don�t deserve to live at all. At least down here there�s people I can help, and no one pays any attention. We�re all invisible here. Invisible in plain sight. I ain�t nothin� anymore. It can be rush hour, packed, and I�ll be sipping my coffee and going through the trash, and sometimes I�ll notice a kid staring at me. I wish I could say something to put them at ease. They look so scared and confused. Like the rest of the world, only we don�t show it.
�They said it was my fault. We were crying like babies, worse than that, �cause we were armed and we knew what we were doing, but it was us or them and self-preservation won out. Sometimes, when I�m lowering myself down the tracks for the night, between closing the terminal and the dawn of rush hour, I feel like I�m going down that foxhole. But alone. We�re born alone, we died alone.�
I wanted to stop him, to get him back on track, but I couldn�t. Maybe I didn�t want to. He had to get this out and maybe I was the only one who would listen to him.
�I like going to the public library. It�s the only place in the world I feel safe. Where life�s predictable. Where I can have control. I knew this day would come. What now?�
�Does the name Karyn Shaw mean anything to you?�
�Jesus.� He almost whispered, putting his hands up and covering his eyes. �God help me.�
�She�s your daughter?�
�I don�t have anyone. Except maybe people like Lucy, people who are as bad off as me. We look out for each other, you know.�
�You�re sure you don�t have a daughter?�
�She�s not my daughter. I don�t know her.� He said, but he was looking ahead in a way that told me he was looking back, looking back at a picture that included Karyn.
There wasn�t any point in going further. Either Osborne was lying or Karyn was mistaken. Either way, I was at a dead end, so I left him a couple of twenties and took off.

* * *

I called Karyn and asked her to meet me the next morning in the Atrium, 10 a.m.
�You found him?� she asked, and I could tell she was excited.
�Yes and no.�
�What does that mean?�
�I�ll tell you in the morning.�
The next day, Karyn was at the same table, waiting for me.
�So, where is he?�
�He says he doesn�t have a daughter.�
�That doesn�t surprise me.�
�He�s telling the truth, isn�t he?�
She paused a moment before answering. �No.�
�Sure he is. He�s not your father, is he?�
�What are you talking about?�
�I�m good at what I do, Karyn. Things just didn�t add up. You�re not exactly who you led me to believe you were.�
�What�s that supposed to mean?�
�I did some research on you and Donald Osborne. You two are connected, but not the way you want me to believe. He�s not your father, but he did have something to do with your father.�
�I don�t know what you�re talking about.�
�Your father didn�t disappear after you were born, he was killed. By Donald Osborne.�
�I don�t know what you�re talking about.�
After finding Osborne, I�d gone back to read more copies of the school paper, that weren�t available online. I read them on microfilm at the Public Library, hoping I wouldn�t run into Osborne thus possibly destroying his last refuge. Osborne wound up joining the anti-war group, and was a participant in a bombing of the on-campus recruitment center. The bomb went off at night. The group said they didn�t intend to hurt anyone. Unfortunately, the night custodian was polishing the floors and was blown to bits.
�Osborne let on that he�d done some horrible things, and he wasn�t just talking about Vietnam. I knew there was something else and when I researched him I found that when he got back from the war he joined an extreme anti-war movement, one that was violent in nature. He was involved in a bombing at a university where your father was a custodian at the recruitment center. He was killed and Osborne became a fugitive. And even though there�s no proof that Osborne planted the actual bomb, that�s what you believe happened. You hired me to find him and it doesn�t take much imagination on my part to figure out why.�
�I don�t have a father because of him.�
�That may be true, Karyn, but believe me he�s paid for it over the years. You wouldn�t want to be him. You wouldn�t want to be leading the life he�s led. He�s suffered enough, more than if you did anything to him. Trust me, you�ve had your revenge. Just by knowing one of the men who died at his hands had a daughter, is enough to make his life even more miserable. I don�t know what you had in mind but my advice is, drop it, let it go. Move on.�
She dropped her head for a moment. When she raised it again I could see tears forming in her eyes.
�I lost my father because of him.�
�I know. And you can�t get him back by taking revenge on Osborne. You�ll only be allowing him to ruin your life more than he already has. Believe me, you�re better off than he is.�
�I want to see for myself.�
�I can�t stop you, but I don�t think you should, and I won�t help you by telling you how to find him.�
�I can hire someone else.�
�Sure you can, but you won�t because you know I�m right.� I took out my wallet and pulled out the check she�d given me the day before. I stared at it a moment, then handed it back to her.
�I could take your money and I should. I did what you paid me to do. But I won�t. And believe me, this is not the kind of thing I usually do, and I know I�ll hate myself in the morning for doing it. But I�m making a point here. I�m giving you a chance to start all over again, to erase yesterday from record. Take the money, Karyn, and forget about Donald Osborne.�
I got up and walked away. Away from Karyn Shaw, away from a grand that should have been mine. I might regret it in the morning but right now I was feeling pretty good about myself.
I knew it wouldn�t last long, but for now it was worth it.

Fat Lip�s Revenge � by Ron Fortier

SO, YOU WANT TO HEAR about my experiences working as a cop at the Grand Central Terminal? You�re putting together a documentary on the old girl and want to know if I know any really good stories. Brother, do I have stories. But, yeah, there is one that stands out above all the others. Unique, you know what I mean. A gem of a tale that I do love telling folks.
Okay, then, I�m Michael Muldoon and I�ve been a Transit Authority cop for going on eight years now. But this story I�m going to tell you started long ago, back some thirty or so years and is about a character named Rawley �Fat Lip� Crawford. He�s a black dude who was born and raised in Harlem, pretty much on the wrong side of tracks in more ways than one. His old man had been killed in Vietnam leaving Fat Lip�s mother to raise him and his two older sisters. I guess that was the problem as Mrs. Crawford did okay with the girls but bringing up a rambunctious boy on the streets of Harlem by herself was just too much for her. As much as she wanted to prevent it, Fat Lip was going to get himself into trouble no matter what she did.
Now he got the nickname �Fat Lip� because of all the street brawling he did early on, and it seemed like every other day he�d come home with his bottom lip swollen, cut and bleeding. After seeing him like this half a dozen times, the other kids on the block started calling him �Fat Lip� and it stuck.
By the time he was sixteen, he got into the fighting game and boxed for a few years as a light featherweight. I mean he was always a tall and lanky kid with very little meat on his bones. He never did finish high school and after dropping out he thought boxing could be his meal ticket to a brighter future. Of course, that was a pipe dream and his now famous bottom lip really took a pounding until it got so mangled, its shape remained pretty much twice the size of his upper lip.
Two years was pretty much all he could take, never stringing enough wins to make him appealing to any of the regular fight club managers in town. When he stopped being able to get bouts, his boxing career was over. It was soon after this that his one uncle, Max Crawford, took pity on him and gave him a job as a mechanic in his garage shop over in East Harlem. Lo and behold, it turns out Fat Lip had a way with car engines and everything Max taught the kid, he drank up like a sponge. He even let him move in to the small two-room apartment over the station. Fat Lip got to loving cars, both fixing them and driving them.
Now the latter is how he came to the attention of a two-bit crook Brooklyn crook named Charlie Atwater. Atwater was thirty at the time and a career criminal with an ever-growing rap sheet as long as your arm. He�d done a few years in stir mostly for armed robbery of liquor and Mom and Pop stores.
Again, this was all about thirty years ago, and most of the tale I got straight from Fat Lip. Up until that summer afternoon that Atwater and his pal, Butch Levins, walked into his uncle�s garage to find him, Fat Lip had never set eyes on the two. Atwater told the kid he had a proposition for him and they should meet later to discuss it. Fat Lip says that took place at a diner down the street that night after he got done working.
Basically what Atwater and Levins had planned was to rob a downtown jewelry story and were looking for a wheelman, someone to drive their getaway car. Someone who was good with cars and could get them out of Manhattan before the cops knew what hit them. They had asked around and been told Fat Lip Crawford was the man to see. Now Fat Lip was no saint, remember, but he was still cautious. Having two men, both complete strangers, come up and ask him to help them pull a heist wasn�t an everyday occurrence. At first he was hesitant to go along with their offer until Atwater said they would split the take three ways. All Fat Lip had to do was drive them to the target, stay in the car, and then get them the hell out of Dodge when the job was done and for that he�d get one third of the haul. Naturally Atwater had no problems exaggerating his claims that they�d most likely each end up with thousands of dollars each.
Again, keep in mind I�m talking the 1980s here. And for a guy who never had much all his life, what Atwater was saying had its desired affect. The temptation was too great for Fat Lip to pass up and in the end he signed on to be their wheelman.

* * *

Now keep in mind, most of the story I got from Fat Lip himself long after it all went down. On my own, out of natural curiosity as a cop, I did some digging through the precinct files and was able to piece together how it all went down. Atwater was a smart cookie with balls. Pulling a daylight heist in the middle of Manhattan would be tricky enough, but he had a rather unusual gimmick on his side: the weather. You see, after casing the jewelry store, he then began watching the long-range weather forecast on the evening news. His idea was to pull the job during a rainy day so that visibility would be poor for both witnesses and the police attempting to chase them down.
Finally, in mid-June a weather pattern settled in predicting to bring at least two days of heavy rains. Atwater called Fat Lip and told him the job was on. That night, after work, Fat Lip took a bus into the Bronx and boosted a Mustang, which he then parked in the back of his uncle�s garage covering it with an old canvas tarp so the old man wouldn�t see it.
The following day, under dark clouds and constant, heavy rainfall, he, Atwater, and Levins carried out the robbery. It went like clockwork with Atwater and Levins charging into the small jewelry store wearing Halloween masks and waving their guns in the air. In five minutes they had filled two black satchels with diamonds, pearls, and other assorted gems that would later be valued at eighty thousand dollars.
Fat Lip sat in the Mustang, revving its engine, and when his partners exited the shop and jumped aboard, he let go the clutch and floored the muscle car making a quick get-away long before any patrol car could arrive on scene. He kept the pedal to the floor and wove them through the tight city streets until they were roaring over the Brooklyn Bridge. Two hours later they were deep into the woods of New Jersey. Earlier in the day they had left Levin�s Chevy Impala in an old abandoned barn. They abandoned the hot Mustang, switched cars, and then drove back into the city as clean as angels.
They dropped Fat Lip off at his uncle�s place. Atwater had told the na�ve driver that it would take him a few weeks to find a fence and convert the stolen jewels into cash. Then they would all get together and split their ill-gotten gains. Poor Fat Lip had bought into it hook, line, and sinker. He had no clue what was coming his way.
Three days later the cops came barging into the garage with a warrant to search the place and Fat Lip�s apartment. Uncle Max was ready to blow a gasket and kept yelling at the cops that he�d call a lawyer and sue them. Meanwhile, the two detectives and three blues searched the place. It was later revealed in court that they had received an anonymous phone call saying Fat Lip Crawford was one of the men behind the downtown jewelry heist. Try to imagine Fat Lip�s shock when, while tossing his belongings, one of the bulls finds a small silk bag hidden beneath some shirts in his bedroom dresser. In the bag were two diamond broaches; part of the haul from the robbery.
Fat Lip was arrested and taken in for booking and arraignment. Two days later a Grand Jury indicted him for grand theft and he was held over for trial. His bail had been set at ten thousand dollars, a sum far beyond his means to produce.
Now I know what you�re thinking; that Charlie Atwater set him up to take the fall. Of course he did, and it didn�t take Fat Lip long to figure it out for himself. At the advice of the public defender appointed for him by the court, he spilled the beans and told the cops everything. The trouble was, by then both Atwater and Levins had vamoosed for parts unknown, leaving the kid to take the fall all by his lonesome.
Atwater had been savvy enough to know if he threw the authorities a bone, it would appease them just enough so as to have no real desire to man a lengthy, expensive manhunt for he and Levins. Oh sure, their faces were sent out via the FBI channels and would end up on the Most Wanted List. But hey, with close to eighty grand between the two of them, creating new identities wherever they ended up wouldn�t be hard at all.
Meanwhile, poor Fat Lip went to trial and was sentenced to twenty-five years at Sing Sing. His mother was devastated and as he was led off in cuffs to begin his new life behind prison walls, she stood weeping her eyes out, supported by his two sisters.
Over the next ten years, she and the girls would come to visit him whenever it was possible for them to make the trip. But then his sisters both got married and stopped coming. During his tenth year of incarceration his mother came down with cancer and died within six months of being diagnosed. He was given special leave to attend the funeral, under guard of course.
Ironically, it took place on a cold and rainy day.

* * *

Okay, I know, I�m getting way off track here what with Fat Lip�s history and all and this is supposed to be story about the Grand Central. Just let me grab another beer, my throat�s kind of dry, and we�ll get to that part.

* * *

Better, thanks. Like I said earlier, I�ve been working here at Grand Central Terminal for going on eight years now and I love the place. I mean, it�s almost impossible not to from the first time you walk into it from 42nd Street and see the Main Concourse with its high ceiling all painted up like the stars in heaven. Did you know those stars are on there backwards? Yup. The two guys who did it somehow got their prints turned around and didn�t realize it till the job was done. When the owners, the Vanderbilt family, found out, they told everyone that the ceiling was done to show how God looked down on the sky from his lofty perspective. Yeah, it�s a cool story. Honestly, there are hundreds of them about the station.
Here are some quick facts for you. It was opened in 1871 having been constructed by the New York Central Railway and is the largest train station in the world by the number of platforms. There are two levels below street level with 41 tracks on the upper one and 26 on the lower level. The entire terminal covers an area of 48 acres. Right smack dab in the middle of Manhattan. Statistics say more than 21,600,000 people come through the terminal every year.
Which is what brings us back to Fat Lip Crawford and how he ended up here. Back in those days, even with his record of good behavior, the system was much tougher than it is today and the guy ended up serving his full twenty-year sentence.
When he got out, things had changed and not for the better; his uncle had sold the garage and retired to Florida and most of his old Harlem friends were gone. He hardly recognized the neighborhood any longer. It was his sister, Flora, who took pity on him and let him stay in a spare bedroom until he could get himself a job.
Well, as it turned out, her husband, one Leo Runard, had a cousin named Booker Jackson who worked the shoe shine concession here at the terminal. Jackson was in his late sixties then and been doing a lot of talking about taking on an assistant and maybe even looking at quitting in the near future. One night, after dinner, Leo suggested to Fat Lip that he go down and meet the old fellow and see about getting himself a job.
At first Fat Lip wasn�t all that keen on the idea. You see, what he hadn�t told Flora or Leo was that ever since he�d gone up the river, he�d spent every day for twenty-five years dreaming of hunting down the men who had betrayed him, Atwater and Levins, and getting some payback. Though he was looking for a job, it wasn�t his main focus now that he was a civilian again. Still, to make his sister happy, he went down to the terminal to meet Jackson and talk with him.
Now Jackson was a great character known to most of the people who worked at Grand Central. A tall, white-haired black man, he had a belly laugh you could hear a mile away and he truly liked his job getting to meet people from all walks of life and help them look their best with a fancy, spit-polish shine. He liked to think he was helping these gents have a better day what with his friendly banter and attitude, and who is to say he didn�t do just that.
By then, I�d been working there for just under two years and considered Booker Jackson a good friend. In fact, I must have been on duty the day Fat Lip first showed up and introduced himself to the King of Shines, though I don�t recall that. From what I do remember, Fat Lip had been working at the stand nearly a week before me and my partner, Ed Bishop, met him for the first time.
He was tall, on the thin side with a forty-six-year-old man�s gray hair, cut short and a kind face that looked guarded. Old Man Jackson was all enthusiastic about introducing us to his new employee and how Fat Lip was going make his days a whole lot easier. I can remember all of us politely shaking hands and making nonsense small talk. Fat Lip�s eyes had widened slightly upon first seeing us and I knew immediately it had been our uniforms that triggered that reaction. I pegged him for an ex-con on the spot.
Thing is in the coming days and weeks, Fat Lip and I would gradually become friends just as I had done with Jackson. Guess the old man had told him I was a square shooter and bit by bit, Fat Lip loosened up. He took to Grand Central like a duck to water.

* * *

It was during that first year he worked with Old Jackson that, bit by bit, I learned Fat Lip�s story. At first he was hesitant to talk about it, but when he realized neither Ed or I were going to give him a hard time for being an ex-con, he was okay with talking about his all too brief life of crime and subsequent incarceration. I should point out, whenever Fat Lip ever mentioned Sing Sing, he�d add that come hell or high water he was never going back. Ever. And I believed him.
One day, on entering the Main Concourse, I spotted Fat Lip over by the coffee kiosk and went over to say hi. Ed had grabbed a newspaper off the rack near the shoe shine platform and jumped into the empty chair to get a shine on his black leather shoes. It�s always good idea to look sharp for the public, and the brass.
Anyway, Fat Lip was about to hand over a buck to the girl behind the counter for two cups of coffee when I stepped in and gave her a five spot to cover his order and then placed another for me and Ed. Fat Lip smiled and thanked me and we started jawing while the girl went about getting two more paper cups filled with java.
As we talked I couldn�t help but notice how Fat Lip�s brown eyes always seemed to stray as looking past me at the throng of people moving all around us. It was something I�d seen him do lots of time, much like we�re trained to do in the police academy. So I called him on it, asking if he was looking for anyone in particular.
Of course, I should not have been surprised when he said he was looking for Charlie Atwater and Butch Levins. He went on to explain he�d heard a long time ago that eventually every single New Yorker, all eight million of them, eventually went through Grand Central some time in their lives. He was convinced that some day both Atwater and Levins would return to the city and come through the terminal. And when they did, he would spot them and turn them in. Finally getting his revenge for what they had done.
Well, it was by far one of the most insane things I�d ever heard but I didn�t say it in those terms. Rather I kidded him that it was a pipe dream and both those dudes were probably living in Brazil these days. It would be the epitome of stupidity for either to ever come back to the city where they were still wanted. But Fat Lip wouldn�t have any of that. I could tell he was obsessed with the idea and no argument would ever convince him that he was wasting his time. After all, what harm was there in his thinking it could happen some day. I guess, at some point in all of our lives, we find something to obsess about, don�t we?
Anyway, that was his story and I quit bugging him about it.
A couple of days later I put in a call to a friend of mine on the NYPD, told him about Fat Lip and asked him to keep an unofficial ear out for anything concerning those two fugitives. Who knew, maybe someday something might turn up?

* * *

About a year later, Jackson, knowing that he wasn�t getting any younger, decided to call it quits. He had a young sister who lived in South Carolina somewhere and she had invited him to come down and live his retirement years with her and her family. Fat Lip was naturally worried when Booker first told him. Then the old guy told him he was leaving him the business lock, stock, and barrel. And he�d already paid the concession fees for the next two years; his parting gift to Fat Lip. I hear Fat Lip started crying when he heard this. It had been a long, long time since anyone, other than his family, had done anything so kind to him.
Well, if you didn�t know already, those of us who work in Grand Central think of each other as a family and on Old Man Jackson�s last day, all the gang that worked the Main Concourse threw him a small going away shindig right there on the floor. Maude, who was the ticket clerk under the giant clock, had baked a huge cake, and the folks at the coffee stand provided free java to go along with it.
It really was a great little party.
The very next day, my detective pal at the precinct called me saying he�d found out some information on both the late Charlie Atwater and Butch Levins. And yes, I did say late. Both were by then six feet under. According to my friend, Levins had died in a bank robbery shootout in Chicago four years earlier. Whereas Atwater was the real surprise. It seemed he�d ended up in Southern California owning a Pawn Shop, married and raised a family all under the bogus name of Sam Durant.
About six months ago, Atwater got sick with stomach cancer and began radiation treatments at a local hospital. One of the hospital�s security staff was a former L.A. county sheriff who thought Atwater looked familiar and somehow managed to get a cup with his fingerprints on it and passed it along to the local FBI boys. Sure enough, they tagged this Durant as the fugitive, Charles Atwater. So the FBI goes to get a warrant for his arrest, but the D.A., upon hearing of Atwater�s condition, opts to have him arrested but not taken into custody. A judge okayed some kind of house arrest seeing the guy wasn�t long for this world. And sure enough he died three months after being diagnosed.
So after hearing all this, I�m all set to see Fat Lip the next day and tell him what I just learned and that he can put his silly notion of finding these bums to rest once and for all. Thing is, at breakfast the next morning, my wife, Joan, convinced me not to do that. Yeah, I know, it didn�t make any sense to me either. At first. But she thought Fat Lip had made this obsession of his some kind of anchor that had kept him going through twenty-five hard years behind bars. And now, even though he�d found himself a great new life, it was still a crucial element of that life. A purpose for him to get up every day and keep going.
Yeah, she was right. So the next day, I went in to see how Fat Lip was doing on his first day without Old Man Jackson and he was doing just fine. He had a big smile on his face as he shined some pot-bellied business guy�s shoes. There he was rapping away without a care in the world. I just didn�t want to spoil that and never told him what I�d learned about Atwater and Levins.
End of story, right? Ha. Not by a long shot, my friends, for here�s where it really gets good.

* * *

So Fat Lip continues working the shoe shine station, and remember the ticket clerk I mentioned just now, Maude. Well, Maude was a divorcee with two teen-age girls and she and Fat Lip had hit it off. After Booker Jackson left, Maude started inviting Fat Lip over to her place for dinner at least once a week and before you knew it, the two of them were an item. Ed and I got a pool going as to when Fat Lip would pop the question.
It was getting on wintertime and as ever Mother Nature began dumping on the city with both frigid temps and lots of snow. Fat Lip would come to work in a heavy winter jacket, scarf and knit cap complaining how old Jackson must be loving the warmth of Down South.
Life was going good for him until the day Pollock�s Jewelry in Greenwich got hit. The thieves broke in during the night and got away with an estimated ten million dollars in uncut diamonds. Believe me, it made all the news never mind the top of our agenda roster at control. NYPD was up in arms, sending out dispatches by the dozen and their bulls were out canvassing every known fence and snitch they could collar in hopes of getting some kind of lead to the heist.
Thing is the day after the story broke on TV and all the papers, Fat Lip was as excited as a bull in the cow pasture. He shoved a copy of the Journal in my face the second he saw me that day and started in on how this was just the kind of job Charlie Atwater and Butch Levins would have pulled. He just kept going on and on about how he knew, deep in his gut, it was them. They were back and they had done it for sure.
God, I felt really bad for the guy. I was more than ever tempted to spill the beans and tell him what I knew, you know, about both of them being deceased and all, but I didn�t. I don�t know, I just couldn�t bring myself to do it. Maybe if I had what happened next might have turned out altogether a different way.

* * *

It was three days after the robbery and Fat Lip had calmed down some. It was the height of the morning commute hours and a heavy blanket of snow was coming down on the city. People passing through the terminal were bundled up and their wet boots and galoshes left a trail of wet dirt and mud everywhere.
Ed and I had just grabbed our coffee from the little shop and were plowing our way through that wall of commuters when we heard a shout ring out. I tried to see over the heads of those around us and heard it a second time. It was Fat Lip way over on the other side of the concourse and he was pushing his way through people screaming at the top of his lungs. What he was yelling was a name � Charlie Atwater!
A cold chill went up my spine. What the hell was going on? I shoved my coffee cup in Ed�s hands and started trying to move faster toward where I�d last seen Fat Lip. Ever swim against the tide? That�s what pushing through a thousand New Yorkers is like during morning rush hours.
I caught a glimpse of Fat Lip and that sour feeling in my stomach got worse. He was holding up his wooden bristle shoe shine brush and I watched in total disbelief as he zeroed in on this young fellow in an expensive business topcoat and attacked him. Fat Lip just came up behind the poor guy and just like that whacked him along the side of the head with his brush. I couldn�t believe what I was seeing.
The guy stumbled to one knee and Fat Lip went at him again. Now people were scattering away from what they thought was a madman going wild. I yelled for Fat Lip to stop, but there was no way he could hear me. His victim had managed to get to his feet somehow and put up an attach� case to defend himself from Fat Lip�s blows. The left side of the guys face was covered with boot polish and deep scratches.
Fat Lip kept hammering away with his brush and managed to knock the briefcase out of the guy�s hands. It hit the floor hard and the lock broke, the case springing open and its contents spilling out papers and small black cloth pouches.
And just like that the young man rips open his coat and pulls out a pistol and shoots Fat Lip at point blank range.
The shot echoed through the main concourse like a cannon had gone off and if you think there was pandemonium before, now it was a damn stampede as several women screamed, some folks dove to the floor accidentally tripping others and it was bloody chaos.
Me, I�d pulled my piece immediately and flipped off the safety the second it was in my hand.
The crowd had dispersed leaving a wide-open space around the shooter and Fat Lip now lying in a pool of his own blood.
I yelled at the guy to drop his gun. He turned to look at me and without a moment�s hesitation brought his piece up and fired. Dear sweet Jesus, all these years on the force and I�d never once felt so damn scared. It�s a miracle I didn�t piss myself. But I didn�t plan on dying that day either and I fired back. Probably not the best thing to do considering how we were all surrounded by thousands of innocent citizens.
Still, by some miracle I nailed the asshole in the leg and he went down hard. I rushed up to him and ordered him to let go his gun. He was in pain and obeyed me, clutching at his bleeding leg.
Then Ed was there, gun out and yelling for back up and an ambulance in his belt radio.
I started for Fat Lip when a little balding dude came rushing out of the crowed carrying a doctor�s bag. Said he was a doc and dropped to his knees beside Fat Lip to examine his wound. Half a second later a pretty blonde in a nurse outfit under her coat appears and is helping the doc. He directs her to the guy I shot with orders to start a tourniquet fast.
You know, it�s what makes me love this city, those two coming out of nowhere to help out like they did.
Me, I went over and using a handkerchief, picked up the automatic the shooter had dropped. As I was doing so, I looked over to the contents that had spilled out of his attach� case. There on the wet, dirty tiles, scattered everywhere, were small, clear, uncut diamonds.
Yeah, yeah. I know you�re all getting ahead of me here. Hang in there, the end will blow you away.

* * *

The ambulances did show up from the NYU Medical Center on 33rd and FDR Drive. So did a dozen or so coppers and a couple of detectives. By the afternoon, both Fat Lip and his shooter were taken care of and luckily doing well. Fat Lip had been shot through the shoulder under his collarbone and nothing vital was hit.
Meanwhile the guy he�d attacked had been identified and the jewels in his case were the stolen Pollock diamonds.
So who was the guy? The computer files identified him as one Eddie Durant of San Diego, California. Name sound familiar? You got it: his father had been Charlie Atwater, alias Sam Durant who had died of stomach cancer the year before. You see, poor Eddie had the bad luck of having grown up to look exactly like his dad had when he was that age. The age Fat Lip had last looked upon Charlie Atwater. Fat Lip had never seen an old Atwater, so when he�d seen the kid moving through the terminal that morning, his memories of Charlie did the rest. He thought he was seeing Charlie and went after him accordingly.
Of course, by the time I got off work and made it to the hospital to see Fat Lip, Maude and her girls were already there. I told them about the shooter being Charlie�s boy and Fat Lip just looked at me dumbfounded. He had every right to be.
But I saved the best for last. You see, in cases like these dealing with stolen rocks, the insurance outfits offer up a standard ten percent reward fee for anyone who helps the cops get their merchandise back. For Fat Lip that meant he would be getting a check for over a hundred thousand dollars.
No freakin� lie.

* * *

A few months later, Fat Lip bought an old garage down in Harlem, married Maude, and they moved into together at her place. Fat Lip used the money to pay for her girls� college tuition and then put some of toward a halfway house for ex-cons. He even went as far as to hire several of them to work in his garage. It�s a going concern and he�s really a happy man these days.
Of course he found someone else to take over the shoeshine station and things at the terminal are like always. But I have to tell you, there�s not a day I don�t walk past that station I don�t think of Fat Lip and what went down. Guess you could say, in some kind of roundabout way, he did get his revenge after all.

Fortune � by S. A. Solomon

A wrong is unredressed when retribution overtakes its redresser. - E.A. Poe

RELAX.
We�ve time to talk now. You look nervous. Don�t be. I�m not a freak or a monster. I�m a person like any other, only with no fixed address.
This old place? It was a wreck, but it�s got great bones. I made it comfortable, real cozy. It gets damp in the winter, though. How long have you had that cough? I can pop out to the drug store for you. Or maybe another slug of whiskey?
If you know how to work it, you can go forever without leaving the terminal. You can find anything you need here. You may have to manage your expectations � isn�t that how you finance types put it, �manage expectations�? Yes, you may have to settle, but you�ll get used to it.
It helps if you have connections � by which I mean you can�t be too particular about who you service.
You seem shocked. Why should you be? New York: it�s the city of commerce, after all, the crossroads of the world, and Grand Central Terminal is its shrine. All commerce boils down to this essential: the hunger of our flesh for something outside of it. That is the genius of transportation, that we have eliminated the distance between the self and the object we desire.
Which brings me to you.
You agreed to meet me because I had a proposition. That proposition involved someone close to you, someone who said she was your daughter.
I met her here, in the city where the tender dreams of youth go to die.
It was a typical day at GCT, waking to the cries of trains disgorging commuters, the reveille of train announcements, the click of high heels on marble, the snap of the shoeshine rag: three quarters of a million people churning through every day, enough to populate a city of their own.
I was in the Graybar Passage, above the lost and found. I�d drummed up a nice bit of business returning items to people who hadn�t lost them. I�d tell you all about it but it�s a trade secret.
I got my coffee and a muffin from the nice man at Zaro�s and headed back down to the lower level. These days, upstairs is too rich for my blood, with all the fancy shops and the market. The smell of food in that market can drive a person to violence. I�ve seen it happen, seen people nearly lose their minds. All that food: just within reach, but not close enough when you�re short the scratch.
And the vendors keep a sharp eye on you.
There are ways to get around it. They have to dispose of dated food and even though they�re not supposed to give it away, everyone has something they�ll trade for. But I don�t have to tell you about trades. You�re master of them.
And when things get bad, when the day calls for a little pick-me-up, there are the bar carts outside the tracks. I can usually find someone willing to barter for a shot.
You�re familiar with the bar carts, have your favorite bartender; you tip well and often so he has your drink ready for you when you board the New Haven line. Scotch, neat.
Sometimes, you businessmen get a little tipsy, drop things or leave them behind. Umbrellas, briefcases, phones, wallets.
I�m not much of a drinker myself. I get drowsy after a few. And they don�t let you rest here.
Lay your head down for one minute and �tap tap tap,� the outreach teams and station walkers want to know if you�re okay, awake, alive. No sleeping allowed without a ticket. If you plan to spend the night, you have until two a.m. to find a safe haven, away from the searching eyes of the MTA cops.
But this cathedral has many corners of refuge for those who know where to look. You have to duck the cameras though: they�re everywhere now, watching, recording.
That�s why we had to walk so much after you met me at the missing persons board, to throw them off the track: through the main concourse, along the 45th Street Passage, into the Biltmore Room, doubling back by way of the Northwest Passage. What a brilliant stroke, if I don�t say so myself, when I wrote you to meet me outside of the MTA Police Station! It put you off your guard when the sergeant on duty waved to me.
Of course, they know me there because I have information to trade. I often come across runaways at the terminal. Most are little fish and I throw them back. They�re not ready for the life. I look for bigger game.
If there�s a reward offered you can tell that the person is missed by a family who can afford to get them back. There�s a flyer with a smiling picture from happier times. It makes you wonder, what is it that they ran away from? Some of us can only dream of having a family to look for us.
I was a commuter, a civilian, once upon a time. I was an indexer for a publishing company until they outsourced my job to the Philippines. I don�t blame the workers there. It�s hard to stay mad at people in the same sinking boat as you.
Anyway, one medical emergency later and my bank account was wiped out, along with my credit. Because of the constant pain, I acquired a small pharmaceutical habit. I no longer had health insurance, so I had to improvise.
I discovered the secret economy of the city, the bottle-and-can collectors, the book recyclers, the dumpster divers and garbage can rummagers, the panhandlers with their hard luck stories, the mail scavengers and identity thieves, the scammers and hustlers. Like any other, this world has its class divisions: crazies, hardcore homeless, criminals, junkies, drunks, those just skimming the surface who still (but not for long) have apartments to return to, carrying their spoils from the compost bin at the grocery store.
There�s always somewhere farther to fall down to.
And when it gets to be too much, there�s always a way out.
For instance, around here, if you let your guard down for just a minute, say by not paying attention on the platform, a train could end it all for you in seconds.
Death by MTA.
No, that wasn�t a threat, just an observation.
Are you uncomfortable? Those flex-cuffs come in handy when I have to step out and want to be sure a person is waiting for me when I come back.
To business, then, now that we�ve dispensed with the niceties.
You agreed to meet me because I had some information about your daughter, some � ah � business intelligence � that was of interest to you. Or at least that you�d rather not have become public.
Roxanne. A pretty name for a pretty little thing, at least in the pictures. Too thin, of course, but that�s the fashion for the private school set, skinny and blonde. Or so the tabloids have it: I stay up to date on the latest trends at Hudson News.
People have always confided in me, I�m not sure why. Maybe I look like I don�t have anyone to tell their secrets to. Or maybe it�s my face, careworn, well acquainted with life�s blows, not one to judge. Young people, especially the na�ve ones, the sheltered ones, are quick to share their stories over soup and a sandwich from my friends in the dining concourse.
Roxanne was no different. Like many young girls, she once had a crush on Daddy, and she told me all about you. All her life, she said, she�d heard about Daddy�s job in the city: how you were an important man, in charge of other men and their money. This, as you know, is a potent aphrodisiac, catnip for the young skinny blondes to be found in any financial district bar or even the Campbell Apartment, if a man is pressed for time.
As a girl, your daughter only knew that when you didn�t take the train, you came home late in a black car, or not at all. You�d stay in the city because there was an important Deal Being Done. When she was older, she�d hear her mother sobbing at night, alone in the big bed, the prescription bottles lining her night table standing in for an absent husband. There was another Deal � or Something � or Someone � being done by Daddy. Her mother had been one of those skinny blondes once and kept herself fit, well moisturized and Botoxed, but there�s no substitute for the dewy flesh of youth, of which the city has an inexhaustible supply.
That was when Roxanne began to associate narcotics with love.
She became her father�s daughter, doing deals in the hallway of her private school, peddling prescription pills, diversifying from her mother�s sedatives to benzos, stimulants, opiates, building up a tidy little portfolio.
She became well known in prep school circles as Oxy Roxy.
But there was only so far she could go with her shrink�s prescription pad, lifted from his desk drawer while he was distracted by a panicked phone call from a former patient, an associate of Roxy�s. Once that ran out, she had to look for other sources, which required a little business travel outside of your Gold Coast town.
Which brings us full circle to the terminus of commerce, Grand Central.
What do I want? I thought I made that perfectly clear in my letter.
I�m getting older and I need a retirement account.
Proof, you say? I have her picture right here, isn�t that enough?
How did I get it? I suppose it can be told, now that the trap is snapped. I � ah � found your wallet at Track 27. With your driver�s license and family pics. Like I said, you businessmen can be careless after a few drinks.
So do you have the money or not?
Not to worry if you don�t. I tweeted ransom instructions to the Daily News and the Post. Sure I�m on Twitter. Do I look like a Luddite to you? I set up my account at the Apple Store on the balcony level.
An observant reader should be able locate you. I hope for your sake that you�re trending.
It appears that your Blackberry is losing its charge, vibrating ever so much more faintly. My heart grows sick � on account of the dampness of the tunnels. I�ll leave you now.

Meet Me at the Clock � by R. Narvaez

SNOW! AND LOTS OF IT.
Lew Conrad stared out the window and watched the feathery stuff descend onto the cars and the street and the sidewalk. Blankets. This could be bad. This could screw everything. He closed the curtains and dressed as quickly and quietly as he could in his bedroom. He didn�t want to wake his wife. They always got along better when she was asleep.
But, with an abrupt cease of her snoring, the great and powerful Magda stirred. Without lifting her head from the pillow or opening her eyes, she said, �Want coffee?�
Lew tied his tie right up to his neck. �No thanks,� he said. �You make me bitter enough.�
His wife mumbled, �Suit yourself.�
Then she went right back to sawing her way through a redwood.
Lew put on his best Brooks Brothers business suit pants � a little worn at the pants cuffs but only a busybody midget would notice � and then his shoes and then rubbers over his shoes. He took his old-fashioned gray fedora off the dresser and walked out of the bedroom. As far as the wife knew he was off to an imaginary office in midtown place. Let her keep dreaming. Only a nuke could get her out of bed anyway.
In the living room, he took out a videotape box of The Godfather Trilogy. He slid out the sleeve for Part III, which he�d thrown away a long while ago, and pulled out a fat envelope containing one hundred hundred dollar bills. He put the envelope in his inside jacket pocket.
He left the apartment building earlier than usual, and when he got outside he saw there was just one or two or maybe three inches on the ground, and so he decided, what the hell, he�d save what was left of his subway money and walk the thirty blocks to the 125th St. Metro-North Station in Harlem. How bad could it be? It was just a little snow. But the sky churned, as dark gray as a tunnel rat, and as he slogged his way uptown the snowfall grew heavier. And heavier. He slipped at a corner. And again a block later and almost lost his old hat. He really should have checked the weather. What a stupid thing to foul up.
When he got to the station, his pants wet to his thighs, he ran up the stairs and caught the 5:50 a.m. to Scarsdale just as its doors were about to close.
Lew felt it was only the first of many lucky breaks he was going to get that day.

* * *

Lew easily found a seat on his favorite side of the northbound train, so he could see the loveliness of the Hudson Valley. But a curtain of white hid all the good scenery.
�Some snow, eh?� the conductor said, suddenly hovering above Lew, but looking out of the window and not at Lew.
�Astonishing,� Lew said, showing his monthly pass quickly. It was a counterfeit, and he didn�t want the conductor examining it too closely. But for some reason the conductor gingerly took it and held it in his hands.
�It�s a blizzard. That�s going to screw us up and down the line up all day,� the conductor said.
�Absolutely,� Lew said, watching the man�s hands.
The conductor stood there, watching the snow like a child. Lew�s counterfeit pass couldn�t stand much scrutiny. It wasn�t even the right color for the month.
But the conductor only had eyes for the white fluff outside the window. He handed the pass back to Lew and then waddled away, looking past all the passengers as he went. �Yeah, some snow,� he said to himself.
The weather slowed the train down, made it sluggish. To pass the time, Lew tried drying his pants by opening and closing his legs like an accordion player on espresso.
The train pulled into Scarsdale at 6:45 a.m., a little late but leaving Lew with more than enough time to take his spot.
He bought a black coffee for $1.50 using change he found at the bottom of his pocket. Then he looked around � all the other passengers were bundled up, huddled in groups and with heads tucked down. Magda called people like that �Penguins in the Arctic.� He turned and bent into a deep trashcan for a copy of the Wall Street Journal that lay jammed into a corner. He pulled it out and stood up, looking around again. �Penguins.� The paper was slightly stained but usable.
At 7:01 Lew took in his usual spot on the crowded southbound platform, two cars from the back. He tapped the paper against his thigh, to all appearances a businessman with busy thoughts.
A few minutes behind his normal schedule, Warren Kiner stumbled through the crowd and took his own usual spot, right next to Lew. Kiner wore a heavy parka, galoshes, a winter hat with fur-lined earflaps, and the look of a sheep.
�Conrad. Good morning,� Kiner said, brushing snow off his shoulders.
�Warren. Good morning. Some snow, eh?��
�Sure is, sure is. Listen, about today -.�
�Shhh. Prying ears,� Lew said. �Let�s talk about it on the train.�
�Sure, sure,� Kiner said, slightly embarrassed. �Sorry. Of course.�
Across the tracks and piling high, the snow fell in a steady thrum.
�Say, I was wondering,� Kiner said. �Do you live in the Tudor on Walworth Avenue? I passed it the other day, and I�m pretty sure you told me you live near Fox Meadow, but I saw workmen redoing it.�
�Yes, that�s ours. We�re having a little work done.�
�Wow, I don�t know that I would consider renovating a gable roof, and one as steep as that, minor work. And are you getting all your windows redone? How are you guys living in there while all that work is going on?�
�Oh wait a minute � you mean the Tudor right by Fox Meadow? No, we�re the Tudor a couple blocks over. You and Wilona should stop by sometime.�
�We�d love to. Where exactly � �
�Oh, here we go.�
Parting the dense white curtain as if emerging from a fairy tale, the southbound train chugged into the station. The train was near to full, but the two men were lucky to find seats together.
�So, yes, everything is set,� Lew said. �Mr. Carswell can�t wait to meet you. Are you all set?�
�I have the check. And I can�t wait to meet Mr. Carswell.�
�Cash, Warren. You know I don�t trust banks.�
�Of course. Cash. Right. Sorry.�
�Magnificent. I love to help friends make friends.�
�So, where will it be? Did you finalize that?�
Lew took out his cell phone, which hadn�t worked since he stopped paying the bill two months earlier, and pretended to scroll around, making sure to keep Kiner from seeing the screen.
�Yes, of course, three days ago. Sorry, but my secretary only reminded me about it yesterday. She�s a hottie but not a smartie, like the kids say. Ah, here it is: We�ll meet at my regular suite at the Grand Hyatt, so it�s more convenient for everyone all around.�
�Oh that�s swell.�
When the train pulled into Grand Central, the two men walked together up the ramp. As they entered the main concourse, Lew pointed at the information booth in the center, topped with the shining golden clock.
�Soon, that will be all yours, my friend,� he said.
�I can�t wait.�
�Meet me at the clock at noon then. And we�ll go up to my suite and have lunch brought up. So bring your appetite.�
Kiner laughed and smiled and waved and then merged into the crowd queueing up the stairs.
Lew felt great. Screw the snow. Nothing could stop him now.
He hopped down the stairs to the food level, bouncing past dead-ahead-focused yuppies and turtle-slow tourists, and up to the coffee stand in the center. He looked above the queue and spotted a young cashier. Pimples. Headphones. Bored. Perfect. He lingered there, waiting for the line to dwindle. Just as a woman was leaving, he turned quickly to the cashier before the kid could close the register.
�Say,� Lew said. �Can you do me a big favor and give me a ten-dollar bill for ten singles?�
�Yeah, okay,� the cashier said, not even looking up. Classic.
Lew held out the bills. With the register open, the cashier picked up a ten and handed it to Lew. They exchanged bills at the same time. Then as the kid was trying to count, Lew said, �Oh, pardon me, I think I only gave you nine. You�d better check. I�ve got to tell you, I�m a cash user. I love using cash. All these fancy debit cards and Paypals, it�s just not the same, know what I mean? I�m an old-fashioned kind of guy.�
The cashier counted the bills. His lips moved as he did it. �Yeah, it�s only nine.� In a mumble.
�Well, here you go, here�s another single,� Lew said. �Wait, wait a minute. You know what? Might as well give me a twenty. I love twenty dollar bills.� He handed over his eleven dollars.
�Whatever.�
The cashier handed him a twenty.
�Thanks,� Lew said. �You�re great.�
Lew walked away from the stand, nine dollars richer. It was a simple trick, a silly trick, but he couldn�t help himself. He walked back upstairs, through the throngs, whistling.

* * *

Lew stood at a row of what he figured were some of the last remaining public phones in the civilized world and dialed Bernie.
�Bernie! The pineapple is sweet.�
�What?� Bernie sounded nasal. More than usual.
�It�s happening,� Lew said. �He�s ready to be picked.�
�Oh, Lew. Gosh, I�m sorry.�
�Sorry? What?�
�I feel lousy. I mean, Lew, I think I�ve come down with the flu. Must have been from that dogface kid nex -�
�Flu? We�ve been setting this up for months. Not to mention how long it took to build the roll.�
�I understand that, Lew, but -�
�Men in our business don�t call in sick.�
Bernie blew his nose loudly, then sniffled. �That seems a bit extreme, Lew, I think. Don�t you -�
�Why didn�t you tell you felt sick last night at the bar?�
�I wasn�t so bad then, and -�
�Well, you have to get here.�
�Lew, I�m sorry. But I really feel like crap. And with this weather, I could catch pneumo -�
�I�m not kidding, Bern. The trick doesn�t work without you. He needs to see it. I can�t do this alone, if I postpone at all he might cool off. And I need this deal now.�
�You know my dad always said you should always have a little sta -�
�With Magda, Queen of the Shoppers, chained to me? I have exactly twenty bucks to bequeath to my heirs, should I pass yonder this very moment.� Lew did half a genuflection. �Besides the good faith roll. But that�s investment money.�
�Listen, I worked it out. I called Pete and he can be there. He�ll be -�
�Pete, your college-kid cousin from Red Hook? He�s no slouch. He�ll be smoother at Carswell than you.�
�Oh, and about the Hyatt. All the rooms -�
�What about the Hyatt?�
�That�s a no-go. I checked with Jose. All the rooms are booked on account of -�
�So it�ll have to be in here some place. Gotta think. Nothing�s going to stop this deal, Bernie. Certainly not the flu. The Queen needs a shopping spree, and she�s gonna get it. She�s a pain in the ass, but it�s my ass.�
�That�s funny, Lew. Hey, listen, so, Pete says he�ll meet you at eleven at the clock thing in -�
�In the center, yeah. Got it.�
�I�m really sorry, Lew. I -�
Lew slammed the phone onto the receiver so hard it made his hand sting. He looked up to see a cop watching him. The stink eye. Glaring. Lew gave him a weak smile and moved on.

* * *

Lew went back to the food concourse and walked around a few times to find a seat. The only one was in a sea of empty tables radiating ten feet in all directions from a very large homeless man sitting at a table in the center. Reek. Lew had smelled worse. He sat down.
He opened up a Metro that lay on the table next to his and began working on the Sudoku puzzle. He idly wrote in the numbers and thought back to how he had roped in Kiner. Someone had told Bernie that Kiner was a businessman looking for a way to the big time. Warren Kiner, King of the Kiosks.
Lew had started his routine of commuting up to Scarsdale to catch Kiner on the way down. He started standing near him, getting on the train with him, and then chatting him up. Eventually, the topic of business came up.
�I had a line on a big deal today,� Lew had told him, �but the investor dropped out. Tens of millions to be had.�
�Oh yeah. What was the deal?� Kiner said, his eyes taking on a shine.
�Well, it�s very hush hush, kind of a backdoor deal to avoid too many, um, civic complications. Can you keep a secret?�
�Of course.�
�You know the big clock in the middle of Grand Central?�
�Sure, I pass it every day.�
�Well, the world has passed it by. Everything�s going digital, as you well know. So the GCRIC � that�s the Grand Central Radical Improvement Corporation � is replacing the info booth with an app � and leasing that booth to one lucky company.�
�What are they looking to put in there?�
�The usual. A Dunkin� Donuts, Starbucks, Quiznos, something like that.�
�That would be horrible. Vulgar, even.�
�Wouldn�t it? It would be a stain on the great character of the terminal.�
�Agreed.�
�Now, what I�ve proposed is that the space be used as � get this � a digital tourism kiosk. A set of terminals with maps of the city, restaurant recommendations, the works. But with a classy look, you understand. I was working with a great company, and I was going to make the introduction � for a finder�s fee, of course � but they dropped.�
�Well, you know, my business is kiosks.�
�Is it?�
�Sure, we make info kiosks, news kiosks, you name it, we do it.�
�Well, that�s interesting.
�What kind of your finder�s fee are we talking about?�
�Ten grand. Cash. Too steep?�
�Oh, I think I can handle that.�
And that was how Lew hooked the big fish. Now he just had to reel him in.
Magda would be proud of him. If she only knew what he was up to. He�d just say he got a big bonus at work. She wasn�t the type to ask questions. She hadn�t been that type in a long time.
He had hooked her ten years ago, yanking her out of the hands of a bad, bad man. She was a thick, blousy gal who could make you feel like a king one minute and throw a rock glass at your head the next. But Lew loved a woman with spirit, and Magda had that in triplicate. Sure, things had gone sour in the last couple of years, but that was because his luck had caught the wrong train and had been delayed. But now it was coming in.
When he looked again at the Sudoku puzzle, he realized he had got too many 7s in one row. He folded up the paper and slid it off the table.

* * *

At 11 a.m. Lew waited by the golden clock. The storm had turned into a blizzard, and the station was packed more than usual with tourists and yuppies. Penguins. Milling around, waiting for their trains to budge.
Pete would be taking the subway, which could also be royally bollixed by any turn of weather. It was already two minutes past. Lew checked his watch and looked up at the big clock and then back out at the crowd � and there Pete was, emerging from the thickly coated crowd.
Lew saw right away that Pete wore a sleek businessman�s winter coat and underneath a suit. He was a doughy-faced, rangy guy, but the clothes gave him the right look.
�Your cousin Bernie always has a problem dressing the part,� Lew said. �But you�re smarter. You should be my partner.�
�Thanks, Lew. That means a lot coming from you. You�re the best.�
�I am, aren�t I?�
�Where do we meet him?�
�Right here. In about an hour. We�ll go to the Campbell bar, make the deal there. You know the script.�
Pete stuck out his hand. �Thomas. Thomas Carswell. Grand Central Radical Improvement Corporation. How do you do?�
�Awe-inspiring. I got you the paper, by the way.�
Lew handed Pete a folded up copy of the Daily News. Inside was the fat envelope with $10,000.
When Kiner showed at noon, goofy smile on, wide, hungry eyes, Lew met him and told him there had been a small change of plans. �Storm�s playing havoc with the city. But Mr. Carswell is waiting for us in the Campbell Apartment at the spot they always reserve for him,� Lew said, hoping that Pete had been able to get a good spot in the last forty-five minutes.
They walked up the stairs to the bar. When they turned into the main vestibule, the city and decades faded away. Inside it was dark, high ceilinged. It smelled rich to Lew.
He spotted Pete in a corner spot by the back. Good man. Unless a waitress peeked over, no one would know what they were doing.
Lew did the introductions and the dance went as scheduled. The two men chatted. Kiner talked about his company, opportunity, potential, synergy, etc. Pete as �Carswell� nodded at the right parts like the proper patrician. It was going great.
But something was off. Lew felt there was something about Kiner, something in his face. He was losing the bright, shiny look of a woman passing a shoe store. His eyes were sharper, focused.
Sooner than Lew expected, the deal was done. Pete slid the good faith money to Lew across the table. It was just there to show the deal was legit and equal on both sides. Kiner didn�t touch it, which was fine. All the cash had to be in there, anyway, and real, just in case. Lew had tried a wad of one dollar bills sandwiched between two hundreds once. He�d had a rib broken because of it.
Kiner took out an envelope from his pocket and slid it to Lew. Fish. Reeled.
�It has been my pleasure to introduce you two gentlemen,� Lew said, pretending that he wasn�t checking the weight and feel of the envelope. Now he wanted Pete to gab for a few minutes while he took a quick look inside. �I hope you two make beautiful business together.�
�There�s just one more thing,� Kiner said, and again there was something off about the way he said that. �There�s someone I need you to meet. He�s waiting downstairs.�
�Why don�t you have him come up here for a drink?� Lew felt flush now. The cash in his pocket made him feel fifty feet tall. But this felt like the wrong play.
�No,� Kiner said, in a way that didn�t leave room for argument. �We should all go see him.�

* * *

�Down here?� Lew said.
�Yes,� Kiner said, casual as ice. �He should just be getting off his train.�
They were on a Main Concourse level but in an area without stores � a dark and surprisingly quiet area for the terminal. Kiner led them way down the darkened end of the boarding entrances.
�Are there any trains this way?� Lew said.
�Must be,� Pete said.
Lew saw where they were headed and suddenly knew the train his luck was taking had just been derailed.
�Track 13,� he said, more to himself than the other men. �Masterful.� Then he looked into Kiner�s face. The shiny sheep eyes were completely gone. There was nothing now but a smug smile. Pete�s face was blank. Lew made a note never to play poker with Pete. If he ever got the chance. And then he saw the gun, a small caliber pistol in Pete�s hand.
�Sorry, Lew.�
�Let�s hurry now,� said Kiner. �Business can�t stand still.�
They walked down a small flight of steps. There were two tracks off the platform: Track 13, which sat empty, and across, a Track 11, where a train waited, looking like it had been waiting a very long time. Blocking the view from other tracks was a high wall of refuse, metal containers, tarps.
�Exceptional,� Lew said. �Where�s your friend?�
There was no one down there. The concourse was just a hundred or so feet up and back, packed with penguins bumping into each other to get around. But that world might as well have been miles away.
With Kiner in front and Pete behind him, Lew walked halfway down the platform.
And then from behind a column an old man walked out. He wore a thick wool coat and a dark blue old-fashioned fedora, cocked amiably to the side. But his face was as friendly as a brick.
Lew recognized him immediately.
�Hiya, Lew. Long time.�
�If it isn�t Stew Zultanski.�
The old man also had a gun, but he kept it in his hand, pointed at the ground. �Long time. You look good.�
�You look peaches,� Lew said.
Stew smiled. �First thing I�ll do is I�ll take your stash.�
Lew handed over the envelope and all of the good faith money.
Stew took it and gave them to Kiner. �Hold on to this, Juan,� Stew said.
�You sure you don�t want us to stay,� Pete said.
�Nah. Lew�s not a man of violence. Get on back to Queens. I�ll meet you guys at that diner tonight. We�ll have lobster.�
Warren � or Juan � took the cash and left with a smile wide enough to cut his head in half.
Lew must have had a headlights look on his face.
�Poor Juan had to commute every morning for months,� Stew said. �Waiting for you to make a move. You sure took your time. We thought you�d lost your con legs.�
Pete and Kiner walked off, their steps getting quiet in the distance.
�Outrageo � �
�We were a great team once, Lew.�
�Lew and Stew.�
�Stew and Lew.�
�Fine. If this is about Magda, I � �
�Magda, Magda, Magda. She�s as slippery as a salmon, that one. I don�t blame you for stealing her, not very much. But Chicago � Chicago hurt.�
�I needed to get out of town, you � �
�I taught you everything you know. And you took my money. You ruined my rep. And I got ten years.�
�What are going to do? You can�t do anything � �
�No one cares, Lew.�
�I could yell. I could � �
�They�re all stuck with their heads up their asses up there, taking pictures and sending dirty messages to each other. We�re far away from them. And this thing isn�t loud � it�ll sound like a firecracker. If anybody hears it.�
Stew was right. Underground, the station thrummed with the constant sound of machinery, trains moving in and out. Still, Stew hadn�t raised the gun up. Old.
�No, you�re not going to shoot me here, Stew. There are camera every � �
�Not here. Not now.�
�Stop interrupting me! You bastard. You�ve always been so incons � �
�Aw, Lew, is this necessa � �
It was life or death. Lew went for Stew�s gun hand and squeezed and yank. They both grappled for control of the gun. The older man pounded on Lew�s back, but Lew kept up the pressure until they both heard something snap. The gun fell from Stew�s broken wrist.
�Ah, you bastard � �
Ten years of living with Magda had taught him more than one way to defend himself.
He punched at Stew�s throat, once, then again. Fedoras flew. Stew fell back, his naked head knocking on the concrete. The fever was in Lew�s veins now. He kicked Stew again and again till he was sure the man was dead.
�Lew and Stew,� Lew said.
Lew looked around. The platform looked as lonely and abandoned as it had before. No one had heard a thing.
He dragged Stew�s body to the train on Track 11 and slid him into a space between two cars. Stew got stuck halfway. Lew had to stand back and kick and push to shove Stew down.
�Garbage.�
The body fell down onto the tracks. Somebody passing by would have to look twice to see it.
Of all the lousy days. He had to get out of this business. Now he just wanted to get home, get back to Magda. The great and powerful. The Queen. He longed to see, cover her knifesharp face with kisses and cringe at her snarky putdowns.
He bent down to pick up his hat then arched his back with a crack. There was a smear of blood on the floor, and lying there was the gun. Lew picked it up. He�d have to dump it outside of the station. The Homeland Security cops probably checked every bit of trash in the station, and they could find human DNA on an ant�s ass hair.

* * *

There was an exit sign way on the other end of the platform. Lew made for that, walking quickly.
The exit led up three short staircases and then suddenly Lew was in the back end of a long tunnel lined with boarding entrances.
Here, the crowd returned. The tourists. The commuters. The homeless. And the cops. Where had they been the whole time he was almost killed and then had to kill a man? He walked slowly, as casually as possible. He didn�t need their help now.
He weaved through the crowd, getting hot and humid in his coat, weaved through the long tunnel that was clogged with the smell of sweat and feet and urine.
�How the hell do you get out of here?�
He took one set of stairs, then walked up an escalator that wasn�t working.
And then, finally, he was back in the Main Concourse. He decided he needed a drink of water, even an overpriced one. He went to the Hudson News stand and stood in line. It took a moment, but then he realized the chubby guy in front of him holding a pack of gum and an issue of Entertainment Weekly was Bernie.
�Bernie?�
His partner turned and his eyes went to saucers � and then did a dance to look at something behind Lew.
Lew turned. There was Magda. A glance down at the luggage at her feet told him the story.
She spoke first. �I�m leaving you, Lew.�
�But, Baby.�
�Lew, I�ve known about you for years. You can�t con everybody Lew. Not a woman who loves you anyway. Or used to.�
�Magda, I � �
�You�re sweet, Lew. But I�m tired of TV dinners and having to wring twenty bucks out of you for a new blouse.�
�Fair enough,� Lew said. �So you came here where � �
�We were going to drive to my mother�s in Danbury, but Bernie couldn�t move his car.�
Bernie spoke up. �It�s snowed in. It would�ve taken hours to dig out, and Maggles here was in a � �
�Extraordinary.�
Lew felt the weight of the gun in his pocket. Tons.
�I�m sorry Lew I thought you�d be gone � �
�Was it you that set me up?� Lew said, but as soon as he did he looked into the dull eyes of his partner and knew that the sap had been used.
�What set � �
�You don�t have the flu, do you? What was it, Pete wanted to try a big score?�
�Yeah, Lew, that�s what he � �
�That�s a lie. You don�t have the brains � �
He stopped and looked into Bernie�s dull eyes. And then he looked at his wife�s bored-as-usual face and understood. And then he saw the two giant Homeland Security soldiers right outside the stand. Gun.
�Never mind,� Lew said. His luck had completely and righteously come in all wrong. Boxcars. He nodded at Bernie, gave Magda a half smile. �You deserve better than both of us, Baby.�
�Don�t I know it,� she said.
�Mazel tov.� Lew forgot the water and waved at them as he left. His wife looked at him with pity, his partner like a sheep.

* * *

So. Magda. That was over. All that he had worked toward for ten years. Done. She had made great pancakes. That one time. Magda.
Well, he was still alive. And something that had been itching in the back of his mind for years had been scratched. He�d have start a new life now. First, he needed a drink. No, first, he had to ditch the heavy, heavy gun. Then he�d have to use his last few bills to get out of town, go to Port Authority, get to Jersey then parts beyond. He�d had enough of Grand Central. He went up the Lexington Passage and stopped near the exit to button his coat. He watched the snow outside turn the city into a pretty postcard outside, knowing it would only be a while before it turned gray and black with soot and decay.
He was thinking he should go to an exit closer to the East River when he heard someone yell, �That�s the guy.� Then again, �Yeah, that guy. The guy with the old hat.�
He didn�t want to turn, but he wasn�t sure he should run, and before he could make up his mind he felt a tap on his shoulder and, sure enough, there was a police officer � if Lew wasn�t mistaken, the same one who caught him slamming down the pay phone � and behind him the pimply faced kid from the coffee stand. Classic.
�That�s the guy,� the pimples said. �That�s him.�
�I need to talk to you, sir. Please step to the side,� the cop said. Glare.
�Stupendous,� Lew said. �Stupendous.�

Terminal Sweep Stakes � by Amy Maurs

DETECTIVE BARABA WALKED INTO the situation room at the Grand Central Terminal Police headquarters carrying a Styrofoam container filled with black coffee in one hand and a cigarette in the other. The clock on the far wall read 7 a.m.
�Good morning, Crowley.�
The sergeant winked. �It looks like it isn�t so good for you.�
�Thanks.� Baraba took a seat in the far rear corner. The entire day shift of the GCTPD filled the room.
Crowley began. �Everyone was called in here due to a priority case involving the GCTPD, the NYPD, and the FBI. The parents of a young girl reported her missing yesterday at 11:22 a.m. The family came in from Bedford for the matinee of The Nutcracker at Lincoln Center.
�Susan Lankan is six years old. She was wearing a green velvet dress trimmed with lace, black patent leather Mary Janes and a brown wool coat. We are passing around a page with her recent school photo. She is retarded and deaf, which makes this even more troubling.
�Mayor Beame wants a media blackout. He doesn�t want anyone too afraid to come to New York City for the Christmas shopping season. Everyone keep their eyes and ears open. We have to find this girl and get her home. That�ll be all.�
Baraba walked through the rear doorway. He traveled down a corridor, blind to the wanted posters that lines its wall. He reached the far end, unlocked an unmarked door, poured another long-needed drink of coffee, then slid into his chair.
The office smelled of leather, pomade, old paper, carbon, dust, and cigarettes. The board across the office had a new case: an armed robbery of a woman�s engagement ring. �Happy Holidays,� he mumbled to himself.
A knock on the door broke Baraba�s concentration. �Come in.�
A uniformed officer entered with a Metro North conductor in tow. �Detective, this is Mr. Wilson, he found a deceased member of the cleaning crew this morning.�
Detective Baraba motioned with a hand stained from nicotine. �Have a seat at my desk, Mr. Wilson. Can I get you something to drink, a soda or coffee?�
Wilson sank into the seat offered. �A soda would be nice.�
Baraba walked over to a mini refrigerator, took out a can of cola, and handed it to Wilson. Wilson finished it off in two gulps.
Baraba sat back down. �Mr. Wilson, I�m sorry you have to go through this. Can you tell me how you discovered the deceased?�
Wilson cleared his throat. �I walked out onto Platform 26, and he was there.�
�I know this must be difficult. But something you say no matter how insignificant it seems may be helpful. So I ask for your patience. Why did you walk onto that particular platform this morning?�
�I do it every day. That�s my assigned line. I always check the train over before I make a run.�
�Who knows about you finding Mr. Devin?�
�My supervisor and the officer here.� He indicated the officer standing in front of the closed door.
�You knew Mr. Devin?�
�Never met him.�
�How did you know it was him?�
�Part of his shirt was attached to the platform. Stuck there with blood.� Wilson shook his head, trying to wipe the image from his mind. �I saw a name patch. It said �Devin.��
�Did you notice anything different about the platform that morning?�
�It looked the same as it does every morning at 4:45 a.m.�
The interview continued for several minutes. Detective Baraba stood and offered a card from his desk drawer. �Thank you for your time, Mr. Wilson. Take my card in case you hear anything or remember something that may help the investigation.�
Once the officer and Wilson left, Baraba went out to the main concourse of Grand Central Terminal. He made a stop at the GCT HR Department.
Baraba approached the supervisor of the day shift cleaning crew. He pulled his jacket open to reveal his shield.
�Mr. Clemens, I�m Detective Baraba. I�m in charge of the investigation into the death of Mr. Devin.�
�I was waiting for you to look for me, detective. I really don�t know what I can tell you. I hardly know anyone on the night crew.�
�What little you know of Devin may help.�
�All I can tell you is he worked with the worst of the worst. And you have to be a tough S.O.B. to do that.�
�What do you mean worst of the worst?�
�That night crew is made up of ex-cons and degenerates. They work for cheap and at hours no one wants to. They see and deal with things most rather pretend don�t exist.�

* * *

Baraba walked down a ramp in the Eastern Wing and boarded an unmarked elevator disguised by ornate architecture. He rode into the depths of Grand Central Terminal.
He descended to a place where the homeless escaped the angry, frightened stares of those who lived above ground. Until desperate, they resurfaced to beg for change to buy a meal or a fix. If begging failed, there were always wallets to snatch.
The elevator opened and allowed the stench of rotted food and unwashed flesh in. Baraba immune from years patrolling the area walked out and approached a nearby gathering of homeless. Seeing him, some ran off. Others were too intent on one man for a detective to unnerve them.
Dressed as he was in a navy suit, he could be mistaken for a Wall Street broker or banker on the terminal�s main level. Here his appearance was nearly obscene.
One by one each ragged individual approached. Each handed him crumpled bills and received a small plastic pouch with white powder. Their salvo received, they scurried off to a cramped, filthy hole for a few hours of oblivion. Until the smack wore off and their monster came back demanding another feeding.
Once the last of them exited, the man�s eyes met Baraba�s. The man, moving like a snake, made his way to the detective. He spoke in a seductive whisper, �I see you�re punctual, Detective.�
�I need some information from you, Trace.�
�Tell me what you need and I�ll deliver.�
�A station cleaner died overnight. Hit by a train on one of the Metro North lines. I need anything you can get me.�
�I will ask around. You have a name for this worker?�
�His name is Devin, Sean Devin. He�s on the cleaning crew.�
Trace nodded. �It can be terminal here.� He smiled at his own tasteless remark. Somewhere close a rat seemed to laugh.
�You hear anything you let me know.�
�You know if there�s anything to know here I�ll find it for you.� He handed a dozen pouches to Baraba. �We good for a while?�
Baraba looked at the stash. �For about a week.�
�A week? Your habit is growing.�
�I don�t have a habit.�
�Most of my clients take a pouch a day at most. If this isn�t a habit what is?� His eyes squinted. �Unless you�re selling?�
�You don�t need to know what I do with this. You just pay me and you can sell as much as you want.�
�The price you charge, I have to sell a lot more. I may have to branch out to some of those commuter trains to stay in business.�
�You have free run to sell down here and the concourse. I can control GCT. I can�t guarantee impunity on the trains.�
Baraba turned and left.
Trace called behind him, �I�ll have to find someone who can give impunity everywhere.� The rat seemed to laugh again.
Baraba returned to the office and waited. Two uniformed GCT Officers led a woman into his office. The woman wore a turtleneck and bell-bottom corduroys. As she took a drag of a cigarette, light reflected off a large diamond solitaire on her right hand.
�So,� she said, �can you tell me why I�m here, Detective?�
�Please have a seat, Mrs. Devin.�
She complied. �Detective, these officers won�t tell me why I had to come here. Where�s my husband? He�s late coming home from work today. Is he all right?�
Baraba interrupted, �I regret to inform you that your husband died sometime overnight here.�
�Oh God!� None of the tears expected from a widow who loved her husband fell. �We just celebrated our twentieth anniversary last week. What happened?�
�I�m very sorry for your loss. We don�t know exactly what happened, but as soon as we do, you�ll know. Is there someone you want to call? A friend or family member who can be with you?�
�The kids are in school.� She took another drag of the cigarette. She crushed it out in an ashtray on the desk. Her ring glinted with each hand movement. �I can ask his mother. She works in the Pan Am Building. How could this happen to me?�
�Please give the officer here her name. They will bring her here.�
She lit another cigarette. �You have to tell her.�
�I will, Mrs. Devin.�
�You can call me Janet. Beatrice is going to flip her wig when she sees this ring her son bought me.�
�What ring?�
�This ring,� she held up her hand to show the solitaire. �Sean gave it to me for our anniversary. It was a big surprise. Usually it kills him to spend money.�
Barbara thought that Devin must have saved for years to buy that ring. If not, he owed someone a lot. If it was the wrong person, it might be enough of a motive to kill him. He remarked, �I guess it did.�

* * *

Baraba arrived at an apartment that night. He opened the door then turned to secure the three locks. He walked straight to the kitchen and slammed the pouches down on the table.
The woman sat there unperturbed, staring into space. Her long, straggly blonde hair hung in clumps. Her robe looked as though it needed washing weeks earlier.
Baraba grimaced at the sight of her. �Do you know what I have to do to get this for you? When are you going to kick it?�
There was no reaction. Her eyes never blinked. Only the rasp of her breathing indicated she was alive.
Baraba whispered, �I expect to receive my payment for this. Be clean and in bed in an hour.� He took a beer out from the refrigerator and left the room. A moment later, the theme to All in the Family drifted in.

* * *

Trace waited by the elevator the following morning. His clients stood in a group thirty or so feet away. As soon as Baraba stepped out, he pounced.
�Trace has delivered. One of my clients knows why that Devin was terminated.�
�Where are they?�
�You�ll meet after I deliver my goods and collect my pay.�
Baraba waited until the group dispersed. Trace stood arranging the money into a neat roll. �Let�s go find her.�
The pair walked up ramps and down corridors. Baraba began to lose his bearings. They emerged inside the base of the uptown IRT platform. If the homeless existing inside Grand Central Terminal were pitiful, those here were the most wretched.
There was no climate control. While sleeping, one could fall out onto the tracks and be crushed by a train. Here, a woman held a young girl tightly to her coat. Both wore clothing as wretched as their surroundings.
All four met in a huddle. �Lolli, this is the Detective who is looking for information on the worker that died the other night.�
�I was there.�
�You were there, Lolli? Where?�
�I was with my daughter under the platform stairs.�
�You stay there? Why are you here?�
�We only stay there on the weekends. The weekend staff let us stay as long as no one sees us. The others look for us. And chase us out.�
Baraba nodded. �I see. What did you see or hear?�
�Men were arguing, cursing. They wanted to know where the ring was. They wanted their cut. He said he didn�t have it. They beat him and then I heard them leave.�
�All of them?�
�I guess they left him behind.�
�Is there anything you need? For you or your daughter?�
�We don�t need anything. I take care of both of us.�
�Shouldn�t she be in school?�
�I teach her all she needs to know. I went to school and now I�m here.�
�Thank you, Lolli.� He handed her a five dollar bill.
�Thanks. Now me and my daughter will be good tonight.�
When they were almost back where they started, Trace mentioned, �You know Lolli�s daughter? I never saw her before yesterday.�
�What do you mean?�
�I mean Lolli has been here for at least three years, always alone. She shows up yesterday with a daughter. Makes you wonder where she got her.�
�Why didn�t you say something when we were there?�
�Now if I say something to you in front of her and she loses her daughter, no one will trust me. They don�t trust me; I can�t sell to them. I can�t sell; you won�t get your supply. See, I�m thinking for both of us.�
Baraba rode the elevator back to the main level. Could he use what Lolli gave him? Where did she get that child? How could he continue to hide his arrangement with Trace?
Baraba waited in his office for the night crew to arrive. Interviewing several crewmembers, he learned two of them, Morris and Levine were former convicts. He also learned the last anyone saw of Devin was when he went with Morris and Levine to clean off a section of platforms.
A uniformed officer escorted Levine into the interview room. His hands were bruised and his right eye was black. He took a seat without waiting for an invitation.
�Mr. Levine, I see you�re comfortable in an interview room.�
�Detective, let�s cut to the chase. Devin died the other night. You know about my record. We both know you suspect me because of my record.�
�Glad we got that cleared up. Can you tell me about your bruises?�
�Got these in a bar fight the other night.�
�What night?�
�The same night Devin died.�
�What bar?�
�On Broadway in Inwood.�
�Your HR file says you live in Staten Island. Little far from home.�
�I�m seeing a se�orita up there.�
�Was Morris with you?�
�No. He isn�t allowed in that section.�
�Why not?�
�His skin is too dark for the Dominicans.�
�When�s the last time you saw Devin?�
�An hour before quitting time that night.�
�Do you remember what you were doing?�
�Morris and I went with Vega to clean platforms.�
�What about Devin?�
�He went to clean something with the others.�
�Do you remember who?�
�Rodriguez and Zlatan. There are only six of us.�
Baraba laughed.
�What�s funny?�
�You think you and Morris would have your stories straight. Morris� was better. I guess he�s just smarter.�
�What do you mean he�s smarter?�
�His story had you with him and no one else. He even said you two got jumped walking to Times Square for your trains.�
�He has a bad memory. Got hit in the head too many times.�
�According to the other crewmembers, Devin and you two scumbags went off to clean somewhere a little before shift end.�
�Not that night.�
�Everyone has a bad memory but you.�
�Guess so.�
�Mr. Levine I am placing you under arrest for the murder of Sean Devin. You have the right to remain silent.�
�Save your breath. I know my rights.�
�Probably know them better than me.�
�I want a lawyer. A free one.�
�You can wait in a holding cell with Morris until one comes.�
After processing the cohorts, Baraba made an anonymous call to the NYPD.

* * *

Baraba drove back to the apartment that night. He let himself in and secured the locks. He walked to the kitchen. He looked at the woman. Lividity had set in.
He saw she had used only one of the bags he brought the other night. He wiped the bags to destroy any possible fingerprints and rubbed them on her hands. He called it in and waited for the police and coroner to arrive.
He withstood hours of their questioning. He was used to sitting on the other side of the table. The biggest mistake was to feel you were superior to your interviewer.

* * *

Days later Baraba waited until the last of Trace�s clients were gone. He noticed Lolli in the distance as Trace came towards him. A dozen pouches in his hand.
Trace held them out to him. �We good for a while?�
�Don�t need them anymore. We�re good forever.�
�You�re off smack? That�s good.�
�I was never on it.�
�If you don�t want it anymore what do you want?�
�Only information when I need it.�
A shot was fired. Baraba felt the hot bullet pierce his back and tear its way through his lung. He fell to the ground as Trace cursed Lolli.
�That�s for taking away my daughter you bastard.�
Another shot. Trace fell with a bullet in his head. Blood and brain matter oozed onto the floor.
�That�s for bringing the detective to me.�
Baraba stayed still. He dared not move in case Lolli was ready with another bullet. He took shallow breaths. As the air entered his lungs, some of it escaped with blood through the bullet hole.
Lolli made a shuffling noise as she walked away.
He waited for an eternity before standing. Weak and losing consciousness, he reached the elevator.
He entered and pushed the button for street level. The marble was cool as he dug his fingers into the walls to remain erect. When the doors opened he fell onto the floor of the main concourse. The screams from commuters were the last thing he heard.

Without a Hitch � by R. J. Westerhoff

MIKE CALLAHAN HAD A BIG PROBLEM. Point of fact, he had several.

* * *

For starters, the robbery of the Alderstein Gallery didn�t quite go as planned.
One of those upper Madison places catering to the idle rich, Alderstein employed uniformed guards and used the best security money could buy. However, the guy who installed the system was also the best money could buy, so Mike was able to get the plans and figure out how to get in and get out.
Piece of cake.
And the icing on that cake was the de Wilbur coin collection, which had recently been consigned to the gallery by its owner, Charles de Wilbur, who was referred to, in current parlance, as a financier. Plus, there were a few other choice items that Mike could easily move off the premises and fence for a nice piece of change.
Mike had been fascinated by art and its special world since he was a kid. He�d taught himself about the subject from the art books and magazines he devoured. In the end, he�d come to prefer stealing art and collectibles over anything else. Its value held up over the long-term, even with all that inflation left over from the �70s.
Besides, Mike felt you met a better class of vicious, double-dealing people in the world of art. There was always someone who could be turned; and the part that made Mike shake his head in amazement was that these were just the people that the rich and privileged of this world relied on for their wall hangings and knick-knacks.
When Mike cased a location, he changed his appearance ever so slightly, never relying on elaborate disguises. He had the plain good looks that women liked in a bar, but most people never remembered as the day progressed.
For the Alderstein job, the inside technical dope came from the security guy, who had spent time in stir with Mike�s long-time associate and pal, Stiggy. Loyal and knowledgeable, Stiggy was handy when it came to applying that tiny bit of muscle, which, in the end, every job seemed to require.
Everything was coming together like clockwork. It looked as if this job could go off without a hitch.

* * *

When Stiggy hit the guard on the back of the head, Mike figured from the way the guard�s head snapped back that the rap was too hard. Given how the guard slumped slowly onto the thick carpet and lay there with his eyes wide open, Mike�s theory was confirmed.
A brief, meaningful look at one another meant there was nothing to do but keep going. As they slipped through the subdued burgundy atmosphere of the galleries, Mike couldn�t bring himself to admire the works on the walls, instead he focused on the current state of the work at hand. Not that he hadn�t been on jobs where someone ended up dead, this just wasn�t supposed be one of those jobs.
He started to sweat inside his balaclava.
The two thieves were just turning the corner into the consignment room where the de Wilbur coins were supposed to be stored when they heard grunting coming from a nearby office. Mike peeked around the doorframe and was a little bit surprised to see a lovely left breast swaying forward and backwards as its owner, a sweet-looking blonde, was white-knuckling the front edge of a worn Louis XV desk. The top of her shapely ass was thrust up from underneath her cobalt-blue Chanel dress. Slamming into her was some skinny-assed guy. With his pants around his ankles and his Windsor knot intact, he could only be British, Mike thought to himself.
As �Nigel� reared his head in ecstasy, he saw Mike and Stiggy; they, in turn, were transfixed by the blonde in motion. This is all wonderful, thought Mike. Why did he have the feeling that Stiggy and he were the ones getting fucked?
Stiggy advanced and roughly pulled the guy off the blonde, the Brit�s now limp dick waggling in the wind.
�What the fu -,� the gallerist sputtered.
�Exactly,� replied Stiggy, slamming the guy in the side of head, knocking him out.
�What about her?� Stiggy asked Mike, jerking his head toward the blonde.
�What about her?� mumbled Mike as he looked around and saw a purse on the floor by the door. Reaching inside, he found a wallet and, even more interesting, a couple of antique coins, most likely from the de Wilbur collection. The blonde was blubbering, trying to smooth her dress and cover herself with quaking hands.
�Let me guess, ah�,� Mike said, looking through the wallet, �� Harriet?� You and �Nigel� here were sending this little guy out for a private appraisal?�
Shaking like she was out in February, Harriet quietly said, �That was Cliff�s idea� his name is Cliff� The collection is so huge� He knows this forger who could copy the coins� We could sell them separately later and make a -�
�Got it,� said Mike. �Now get yourself together. Here�s what�s going to happen. When your friend wakes up, you and him are keeping these coins. And you�re going to blame us. Only thing is you didn�t really see us. And right now you�re taking us to the rest of the collection and making sure we walk out with them without a hitch. You understand?�
Still shaking, Harriet nodded.
�And you�ll make sure limp dick here agrees with this plan?� Mike said, trying to keep a straight face.
�A word?� asked Stiggy. Mike and he went out into the hallway, leaving Harriet alone to clean herself up.
�Are you sure you want to play it this way?� whispered Stiggy. �You can�t trust these people. We can�t leave loose ends.�
�We�re wearing masks,� hissed Mike. �They haven�t seen us.�
�Bullshit! I don�t like this one fucking bit.�
�Yeah, well how many bodies do you want to leave around tonight?�
�As many as we have to! One down means this is first-degree murder already. Another stiff ain�t going to make a fucking difference.�
�No way! We�re not doing anyone else. Let�s get the goods and go!�
Stiggy sighed into his mask. �I do not like this, I do not like this one fucking bit.� He paused, then said, �All right, all right, we�ll play this out your way. But if one more thing goes haywire, I�m doing what I gotta, do, I don�t give a shit what you say.�
�Deal,� said Mike.

* * *

Harriet led the boys to the coin room, then unlocked the door and the secure case containing the coins. Mike picked the cases up, gave the coins a quick once-over and dumped the cases into his swag bag. He turned to Harriet and gave her the hairy eyeball.
�We�re clear, right?� Mike said to her, glaring hard.
�Y-yes� Promise, we won�t do a thing.�
Just then, the alarm went off. Cursing hard, Stiggy started toward the office where Cliff obviously had set off something, then, hesitating, looked at Mike with pleading eyes, grabbed him by the arm, and dragged him toward the door.
Just as they hit the street, a squad car careened around the corner onto East 71st and headed their way. Running and looking behind him, Stiggy tripped over a wrought-iron fence support and landed flat on the pavement. By the time Stiggy made contact with the concrete, Mike was well down the block, ripping off his mask. He made it around the corner onto Madison, and headed south, slowing his pace to what he hoped looked normal.
Mike got to the East 68th Street Lex station, straining to make sure the sirens stayed in the distance and faded away toward the park. He hurried down into the station, dropped a token in the box, and moved onto the platform. Mike concentrated on the sweat beading on his back and neck, the enormity of events mushrooming inside his head.
When the train finally arrived, Mike stepped into the car, with a firm idea of where to go and what to do.

* * *

Mike moved with the small group of passengers off the subway and through the crowd of homeless people trying to sleep and rest in the old downstairs waiting area. The whole terminal smelled of piss and old sweat; Mike wanted to gag.
He walked up the stairs at the western end of the terminal, coming up just below the grand staircase leading out to Vanderbilt Avenue. Just at the head of the stairs was Mike�s destination, the Grand Central Bar. He had tended bar there off and on through the years, helping out his old friend Pete, who owned the place. It was the kind of bar where commuters could start their serious after-work drinking, continue the process on the bar car home, then pass out. In enough time to get up and suffer through another day of indentured servitude.
Mike approached the locked door, looked around quickly, and tried his old key. It turned easily and he silently entered the joint. As he stepped toward the bar, his foot stubbed something soft. Mike flicked on his flashlight and saw a homeless man sprawled on the floor, passed out. The guy had groaned softly when Mike booted him but was still now.
Mike looked at the rank-smelling mound for a moment and wondered if he should do something about this new situation, then decided, enough bodies for one night�s work. I�ll probably regret this, but, what the hell.
Mike went to the back of the bar where a moveable decorative panel was installed; Pete had shown it to him years ago, and no one else knew about it. Mike jotted a note to Pete, slid open the panel, stashed the coins with the note inside under some rags, and closed the panel. He figured he�d get back in a couple of months or so, and, if Pete found the booty, he�d know what to do.
As he left, Mike turned back one more time and looked at the homeless guy stretched out on the floor. Brother, he thought, if you only knew.

* * *

Mike made his way to the back of the train. As he stared out the door�s window, watching the platforms and tracks recede, Mike raised his hand to his mouth, and blew a goodbye kiss to the guts of the city.

* * *

Mike Callahan stepped off the train in Grand Central about eleven in the morning. His leg was bothering him today, a reminder of a shanking in Sing Sing twenty years ago. As he looked around the Main Concourse, Mike was stunned. The place was spotless. Where were all the bums?
Food was being sold everywhere, all kinds of food. Mike remembered when you�d be lucky to get a hot dog and a candy bar in the terminal. Looking up, he saw the green constellation ceiling. So that�s what was under there? Jeez, it had been black as night for as long as he could remember.
And the tourists! Where the hell did they come from? From the sounds of things, Europe.
Worst of all, the cops. There were cops everywhere. And soldiers! What the hell was going on here. Yeah, he�d heard about 9/11. Guess that�s what it is.
Mike made his way up the stairs to Vanderbilt Avenue, figuring he�d have a cold one at the Grand Central Bar. As he got upstairs, he saw no door, just a big open bar, surrounded by elegant tables. Michael Jordan? Who the fuck is Michael Jordan? Well, Mike knew who he was, he just didn�t know he�d gone into the restaurant business.
But where was the bar? And the panel? There was nothing left of the old hiding place and its surroundings. There was no point in even trying to hang around and look for the coins. They just weren�t there.
And Pete? He had to find Pete.
Mike remembered that Pete lived in Bay Ridge on 76th Street. He found a pay phone. Great, no phone book. Where the fuck are all the phone books?
He called information and got the exact address.

* * *

On the R train out to the far southern reaches of Brooklyn, Mike thought about the last 25 years. The most horrendous job he�d ever been part of, he gets away, only to get nabbed in some cheesy B  & E upstate. With his record, it was twenty years in maximum.
The whole time, he was afraid to contact Pete or anybody so as not to bring attention from the Alderstein job unto his head. Stiggy was nabbed, got the max, and, God bless him, kept his mouth shut and took what they gave him. Which ended with Stiggy getting shivved in Attica some years back.
As far as anyone was concerned, Mike had never been there.
And the nice part is that, it�s been so long, Mike can fence the coins and get pretty near whole value for them. Piece of cake.

* * *

Mike walked from the 77th Street station to Pete�s house, already feeling a bit better about things in general. Even after all these years, he remembered the neighborhood, having been out here a couple of times for parties at Pete�s place. The area was full of detached houses, some small, some grander, all with a patch of yard in front and back. The suburbs in the city, Pete had always called it.
Mike rang the doorbell and a brunette woman in her 40s answered the door. Mike thought she looked like Pete�s daughter. He introduced himself as an old friend of Pete�s and asked where he was. She said she was Moira and asked him into the house.
�You didn�t know?� she said. �My father died about ten years ago.�
�I�ve been away for a long time. I never heard,� said Mike, feeling a bit sick. �Listen, your father was holding something for me. A case. It held some coins. I asked him to hold it for me �cause I moved around a bit. I�ve come to get it.�
�Mr. Callahan, is it? I�m sorry, but I have no idea what you�re talking about. When Dad died, we went through everything here, and there was no case, and no coins. In fact, I lived with my father for the last five years he was alive, and I never saw anything like that.�
�Look, they have to be here,� said Mike, starting to see red. �I left them with your father at the bar and I know he would have brought them here!�
�Don�t shout at me! I don�t know where your goddamn coins are. Now get out of here!� Moira shoved Mike. �I�m calling the cops!� She grabbed her cell phone and punched in 911 with her thumb.
Mike watched her, feeling his chest tighten in panic. �No, don�t do that! Just give me the fucking coins and I�m outta here.�
�I told you I don�t know where or what they are and I am calling the cops. You�re fuckin� nuts!� Moira connected to the 911 dispatcher and started shrieking into the phone.
That�s when Mike grabbed the big glass ashtray from the end table and slammed it into Moira�s head. And by the way she slumped onto the carpet and lay there with her eyes wide open, Mike knew he hit her way too hard.
Mike was still staring at Moira�s head, watching her blood ooze into the pale pile carpeting when the door was kicked in and two cops grabbed him, cuffed him and took him away.

* * *

About five years later, Mike was lying on his mattress in Attica, with about nineteen years to go on a second-degree murder conviction. He has just gotten a way-out-of-date issue of the Post. Flipping through, he saw an item on Page 6, which made him stop turning pages.
It was about this rich guy who had just donated a large amount of money toward the continuing restoration of Grand Central Terminal. It seems that, about thirty years ago, this guy was truly down-and-out, so low he was homeless and sleeping in Grand Central. It turns out that, while earning some food money by cleaning the old Grand Central Bar, he found a stash of coins. It turns out they were stolen, and this guy turned them in and collected the reward. He then used the money to turn his life around. And he was always grateful to Grand Central for making it possible.
After that, everything went off for him without a hitch.

The Drop � by J. Walt Layne

THE HARD WHEELS OF THE BICYCLE clattered and every bolt in the frame rattled over the rocky pathway behind the trench. The men heard the bike crossing no man�s land long before it came into view. The doughboys, save for the poor guys with the unlucky job of being snipers or spotters, stayed low in the trench to avoid being spotted by the Kaiser�s sharpshooters, whose rifles were equipped with very accurate telescopic sights.
Corporal Vincent Morgan lay in a notch atop the berm that ran along the forward zag at grid PF246105 on the Provence line, north of the Rhone River. Corporal Morgan was directing artillery fire on a German trench 1000 yards distant. It had been a quiet day, and despite the shelling, the German�s water-cooled machine guns had remained quiet. As he was calling in an effect fire order, Morgan heard the rattle of the bike and then the shrill trilling of the Communication Sergeant�s whistle.
He crawled back and then pulled his rifle to port before sliding down the embankment and running along the bottom of the trench toward the sound of voices. The grumbling of starving soldiers � whose hungry eyes measured the fat on the Communication Sergeant�s bones as he delivered the news of the armistice � was loud enough to wake the dead German soldiers, whose corpses were scattered across the valley.

* * *

A week later Morgan was bathing and eating in the war-torn remains of a four-star hotel. After a month, he had transferred back to Liverpool and boarded a troop ship for Fort Dix.
He thought about the brief romantic inferno that had burned between him and the peasant girl Estelle Argos. They had met when he was on patrol. She had given him a loaf of bread and he had given her his last of the pouch of pipe tobacco. Another day they had shared a hungry conversation over an end of bacon he had taken off a dead German soldier and brought to her. On the third day, he found her in the barn and their hunger for conversation and filling their stomachs had turned into a hunger for each other. It went on until the lines shifted and their liaison went from daily to weekly to too dangerous for either of them.
It was their final night together that he thought of as he rode quietly in the back seat of his father�s Westcott touring car. A Model T Pickup had backfired as they were leaving Grand Central and he had reflexively taken cover at the corner of a concrete buttress. His mother and father had been embarrassed. It was not something they had prepared for, and it was plain from the beginning that his shellshock was not a topic for family conversation.
In the twelve-block journey from the train station to their apartment in the Garment District, his father had wiped the unpleasantness of his military service from the family ledger and dictated Vince�s life plan, including a suggested betrothal to Charlotte Morris and returning to his clerking position in his father�s textile concern. Their voices faded from the static of road noise into the static of the Crosley table model radio.
At noon, Tuesday a month later, September 3, 1918, Vince sat on the dock eating a sandwich from the Jew�s Deli and contemplating the sound of traffic in the street when a tallish gentlemen in a starch pressed uniform entered the gate of the receiving lot and walked right up to him.
�Morgan, Vincent?� the husky voice asked, though it was more of a statement.
Vince sized him up. �Who wants to know?�
�The Pinkerton Agency has been contracted to deliver a certified post to Vincent A. Morgan.� He presented a small receipt book and Vince signed, giving the fellow a more critical eye. Something in the man�s countenance was surrealistically familiar.
The agent pocketed the receipt book and presented Vince a brown Kraft Paper envelope. Vince looked it over without opening it. The textbook perfect handwriting added to the brown Kraft paper pouch�s ominous look. He tore the end off and blew into it to puff it open. Couched snugly inside was a second envelope.
He slid the smaller envelope out and tucked the Kraft paper pouch under his knee. He read the front of the envelope, which stated only his name in a very proper looking copperplate hand.
He pursed his lips unconsciously, turned the envelope over, and ran the blade of his Boker folding knife under the seal. The weight of the heavy paper was worthy of note. He recognized its similarity to the heavy home deckled paper he had seen abroad. There was something familiar about the copperplate handwriting, which he could not place.
The note was brief and poetically to the point:
Mr. Vincent Morgan,
To your requisite knowledge, some matters are in motion to which you are a party, but must remain unknown to you for the time being. You will have received this request within a week prior to Monday, 09 September 1918. It is requested that you retain the second Monday monthly for the duration to receive a package on or about 15:30, on Platform 44, Grand Central Terminal. You will retain said package without opening and engage in service as courier to the below address:
Number A 247 West 42nd Street New York.
This task will be in your interest. Please do not fail in this duty and the eventual reward will be substantial. We ask only that you keep the time free and observe an amount of decorum in this matter.
Best to you and God�s Blessings,
A
�Hey what is this?� Vince looked up from the letter to address the Pinkerton Agent, but he was alone, save for the chill on the late summer�s breeze. He shook his head slightly and tucked the letter back into the envelope, and the envelope back into the Kraft paper pouch, which he folded several times and tucked into a pocket on the way back to his desk.

* * *

September 9, 1918 15:20.
Vince heeled it through Grand Central, counting a half dozen shine boys, two preachers, a singing barber, and a Fuller Brush salesman whose coiffeur reeked of Dapper Dan Pomade. He was still thinking that the brush salesman should have opted for religion over fashion and consulted either preacher over the barber�s advice on the pomade, but alas, city girls preferred the likes of a Dapper Dan Man to an altar boy any day.
He was contemplating a cigarette and the distant sound of Jacques Beaumont�s coronet coming from the oyster bar when a swirl of activity brought him up short. Vince sidestepped a small boy with very mature Irish features who raced past with the buxom Gretchen Stallhauer (a woman reputed to provide much more than interesting conversation to the gentlemen she escorted) on his tail, cursing at him in a mixture of gutter Dutch and German.
�Du kleine Teufel hunden, you come back here mit meine money,� she wailed, as she tore headlong after him up the concourse.
Vince smiled as he sank onto the bench beneath the �44� placard on the long varnished bench. He glanced at his watch and at the old Remington clock above the information booth. It read 3:26 p.m.
He reached for his tobacco pouch and rolled a cigarette while the 3:30 backed in. He lit the cigarette and took the first draw as the coach doors opened and the conductors swung down with their steps. The last conductor swung down and set his step in place. As if he were on a swivel, the fellow wheeled on his heel in an about face, and made a half dozen strides to where Vince sat.
�You�re Vincent Morgan?� he asked, though nodding assumption.
�Yes. What�s this about?� Vince asked a bit more wisely than the conductor was expecting. The big fellow jabbed the small parcel at Vince and loped back to the rear of his coach, where he tipped his hat to a lady and offered her his hand as she reached for the grab iron.
Vince watched the conductor a moment longer and made for the street, tucking the package under an arm, wary of the wee leprechaun and his buxom pursuer. As the door swung closed behind him, separating him from the roaring din of the crowd and Jacques Beaumont�s swinging eighths, he pulled out the letter and reread the delivery address, and read aloud, �A 247 West 42nd Street New York.�
�Dat�sa bush station.� A husky voice spoke Brooklynese from somewhere.
Vince looked around, trying to force his eyes to focus in the bright late summer sun.
�Bus station?� Vince said turning the direction he thought the voice had come from.
�Yeah�er, well not chet, but dis time next yeah,� the stout street sweeper said over his shoulder. �S�about sixish blocks, take yer �bout fideen minutes ta walk it, prob�ly longer to take the train. By cab, good luck, pal.�
The guy�s voice fell on Vince�s back and shoulders, he was already heeling it uptown. He knew exactly where to go once the fellow had said bus station. The New York Port Authority�s new office of Public Transit was only a couple of block north of his home in the Garment District.
As it turned out, Letter A 247 West 42nd Street New York was a mailbox next to the locked door to the Pinkerton Agency, who was the contracted security for the Port Authority.
Vince repeated this chore on the second Monday monthly for the remainder of the year. Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Years passed without incident. His mother and father were blithely unaware of his monthly chore, and he liked it that way.
The only real development that would qualify as news was that his parents had a sudden development of interest in the leisure company of Howard and Ruth Morris, whose old country lineage had bred a daughter with a figure akin to a cello but a face more closely resembling some sort of wind instrument. Vince didn�t need to talk to her to find out if she was a kindly person, as he couldn�t lay eyes on her without mentally mouthing all manner of bane method insult in all keys, including those to her father�s multimillion-dollar kingdom. In short, he started spending a lot of time at the library.
On Tuesday, January 7, 1919, Vince was walking home from one of his post clerking trips to the library when, as he cut across traffic at 42nd Street, another of the Pinkertons stepped out of a storefront long enough to fall in beside him for a dozen steps. The agent passed him a Kraft paper pouch, got a signature, and disappeared.
Vince stepped up onto the curb and looked after the Pinkerton Agent. Rather, he glanced in the direction that he believed the chap had gone, but again the fellow had disappeared before Vince could question him. He went into the coffee shop at the corner of 7th Avenue and sat down at the back corner table.
The waitress, a woman he vaguely recognized from the neighborhood, brought him a cup of coffee. �Good evening, Saul just took a tray of onion bagels out of the oven. I�ve also got the fresh cream cheese.�
�Thank you, Missus�,� Vince stopped, her name was right in his mouth, but he couldn�t spit it out.
�Silverman. I�m Zelda, my husband is Saul. Your father and my husband worked together at, the buttoner, before��
Vince realized what he�d had a mouth full of, and he decided swallowing wasn�t a bad thing to save an old woman�s feelings. �I remember. It was just before I went to France.�
She smiled and nodded. �Seems like a lifetime ago now. So you�re home from the war then?� He nodded, and aside from laying a motherly hand on his shoulder that nearly sent him to tears, she let him be.
He opened the brown paper pouch and withdrew the envelope, made of the same heavy home deckled paper. He tried to compare the handwriting on the Kraft paper pouch with the delicate copperplate on the inner envelope, but to his eye, it was impossible to believe that the same hand might have addressed both. However, the inner one still bore only his name.
Again, he read the short message and digested the short narrative about the necessities of life followed by the request that he continue to courier the parcel from Platform 44 to Letter A 247 West 42nd Street. He lowered the letter and thought about how long he planned to continue without explanation. News stories about kids running errands for the organized mob had been rampant in the papers since he was a child, and this was admittedly something out of a bad dime novel.
He raised the letter again and reread:
Mr. Vincent Morgan,
I tender my thanks to you for your service. Sometimes in life, we must do things out of necessity that might seem extraordinary in effort or vision to those who have not shared our experience. Please continue to perform the task for the present time.
Yours,
A
Vince dreamt of a dozen different hands he�d seen written throughout his life and his imagination could fit none of them with the copperplate hand of the letters, which he�d secreted in the base of his bureau, lest his mother or her housekeeper find them and start a row over something that was in fact none of their business.
Each year for the next five, on or about a week prior to the second Monday of January, he received a similar letter with a short narrative or parable written in the same even copperplate and asking that he continue to shuttle the parcel, which was always of similar size and rarely varied in weight.
Aside from the casual mark of change perpetuated by progress, the characters in Grand Central rarely changed. The anonymous throngs of people going about their business coursing through the public transportation heart of the city.
On a dog day afternoon, Monday, August 8, 1927, Vince arrived at Grand Central early. He planned to have lunch in the Oyster Bar and soak in some of the Stan Barber Trio. The trio had stood in for Jacques Beaumont on his annual sabbaticals to New Orleans for many years. Stan Barber and his boys had become a permanent fixture in 1925 when Beaumont caught the edge of a pimp�s razor in the French Quarter after he failed to ante up for services rendered.
Vince walked in at the end of a string of standards that the trio played as part of their mid afternoon set, just as a street punk was running out the door with the till. Vince wasn�t an imposing figure, but substantial in his way and when the thug attempted to barge through Vince set his feet, seized the fellow�s arm, pivoted with the man�s momentum and rode him to the floor.
Somewhere in the resulting fray of cussing, punching, and wrestling, a transportation cop showed up and much to the proprietor�s elation, the till was returned, and the young punk escorted to jail. Vince�s luncheon of poached oysters was on the house with an invitation to return with guests anytime.
When he arrived at his usual bench beneath the platform 44 marker, Vince discovered a woman of his age huddled beneath her hat. He noticed her small, gently sloped nose supported spectacles and was stuck in a book. He sat down just off the rounded corner, no more than a foot away and sighed.
She raised an eyebrow at his slouch and exhaust. �Do I owe you rent?�
�Hunh? Oh no, I was just thinking about my day -,� he started.
�I see you here sometimes, sitting exactly in this spot,� she said quietly but directly, not looking up from her book.
�You keeping track?� he said, a bit crasser than was normal for him.
�No, but I also see you in the Times Square Branch of the Library,� she hissed, as if she were indeed keeping track.
�So you are keeping track,� he asked, irritated, but playing along.
�I�m a librarian, along with controlling information, I also observe people,� she offered in quiet demure.
�What do you observe?� he asked as the 15:30 arrived. She said something of the rushing din of the terminal, but he didn�t hear her. He gestured to his ear and she granted him a very genuine smile, closed her book, and slipped it into her bag.
As per usual, the last conductor sung down from the end of the train, placed his step, and handed off the parcel, this time pressing it to Vince�s chest as he tried to communicate via eyeball with the young woman. He took the parcel, though slightly startled and only shifted his eyes from her momentarily. But he returned his gaze quickly lest she disappear as so many of the people he met performing this chore did.
She was still there and he stood up and walked over to her. �Are you going to Times Square now?�
�No.� She shook her head, rather surprised he had asked, and as he began to wilt, she followed quickly with, �I worked in Five Points today.� She wilted a bit. �I was merely avoiding going home to a quiet apartment. I took care of my gram, but she died last month and now it�s just quiet.�
�I understand. I�m a bachelor and aside from my father�s failing health and a job I don�t want, my mother�s racket isn�t much company,� he said, a bit more honestly than she�d expected.
�I left mother in Boston with my uncle�s stipend to keep her company. I wanted to go to college, but can�t afford it, so I work in a library and educate myself.�
He felt a smile break across his face. �It was an imposing volume.�
She grinned from ear to ear. �It is Watson�s Guide to Botanical Life.� She retrieved it from her bag and offered it to him. Politely, he took it and flipped a few pages to a drawing of some sort of shrub.
�Vincentia,� she said. �Most of them are poisonous.
�This will never work,� he said, dejected. �I�m Vincent.�
She laughed. �I�m sure you�re not poison.�
�Are you sure? Where are you going? I have to deliver this, on West 42nd.�
�Infectious maybe. I am going home. I live just south of 42nd at Eighth,� she said.
�I�m in the Garment District. I�ll walk you if you don�t mind.�
�I do mind,� she said with a wry grin. �The leash always disjoints my neck, as I am prone to gawking at birds.�
�Oh. I�m sorry I meant� What should I call you?�
�So long as you promise not to bring a leash you may call anytime. My name is Heather, which is a rapidly spreading flowering grass.�
They shared a laugh and embarked on the first of many walks. She made a fast and easy friend. A good listener, and for the final year of his father�s life, someone Vince could look forward to not pressing him to marry the hideous and yet available, Charlotte Morris.

* * *

The next year on an equally unique day, Vince walked from the factory to Grand Central and found Heather seated in his usual place beneath the �44� placard on a bench that was now showing signs of wear and needing a fresh coat of varnish.
�Good afternoon?� he asked.
�Not bad. The Five Points are always interesting. Mr. Ridley Ward, the director, paid me a visit today, and asked if I should be interested in either of two openings for head librarian at Times or The Points. He then inquired my matrimonial prospect and should my husband or lead suitor be objectionable to my working daily from nine to four.�
Vince swallowed hard, as something large and airtight rolled in his gut. �Oh. Well. Umm. I hadn�t considered that you might have another interested.�
She seized his arm as he started to shift himself to a less familiar position, �Vincent Morgan, I am not telling you this to solicit a proposal. I know that your highly refined mother and your father, rest his soul, would have you married off to that Bass Fiddle Morris and have half a dozen little viols by now, but I hadn�t felt insecure enough to need to voice my interest.�
�It�s that I just�� His voice broke not as a matter of temper, but genuine tears burned in the corners of his eyes and his voice was thick and his throat husky and hot. �I didn�t want to tender my interest and then not see you any longer if your interest was no longer the same as my interest.�
�Sir, do you know that men remain bachelors for fear of the interests of a woman.�
He smiled when she said it.
�So you would?� he ventured.
She straightened herself a bit. �I don�t know you haven�t asked me. We spend an awful lot of time together in public places, but I�ve not been welcomed to your mother�s home. Then we simply must discuss matters of importance.�
�Children?� he asked quietly, chastened.
�I love them. But I had scarlet fever. I am likely barren.� Her eyes searched his for the impact of truth.
�I�ve been through a lot and I find such intimacy difficult, though I�ve often considered the joys of having my days filled with the same joy of your company that I get even during the worst of our stolen time together.�
�Okay, so being without a guardian, I grant you my personal permission to pursue me as you see fit,� she said, quite a bit more seriously than he had expected.
He was fully flustered. �Oh, Well, I am sorry I won�t be of further trouble� Your permission? Really?�
She nodded. They were still embracing in mutual glow when the conductor cleared his throat loudly to gain Vincent�s attention, to pass over the parcel. Their walk was especially short and their mood light on the way to deliver the parcel to Letter A 247.
After Vince slid the Kraft paper wrapped parcel through the slot and they were on their way toward Eighth Avenue, Heather said, �I�ve meant to ask you for some time. Exactly what is in these packages?�
�Oh well. To be honest, I am not truly certain.�
After listening quietly, she remarked, �That is quite hard to believe. You are not in lack where loyalty is concerned.�
Vince started to wilt and then reversed himself. He had reached that turning point in the life of a man where his reactive threshold stops and his proactive self emerges. �Heather, it is time you met my mother. We will alter our destination to your doorstep. I want you to meet mother, but I also want you to read the letters I�ve received yearly on account of this monthly chore of mine, the letters that brought us together.�
She was quietly pleased that he�d taken some charge of things in the wake of their conversation, �Yes. I�d like to meet your mother. You don�t need to show me these letters. I believe you.� She said it knowing that it would cement his desire to share.
�I want you to know what�s there, so that there is no question in your mind beyond those in my own.� He remarked as they turned onto Eighth Avenue.

* * *

December 5, 1933, the city was alive with in a sudden celebration with spirits. Just after noon, the repeal of Prohibition hit in a Times Extra. By 4:30, when the Pinkerton Agent knocked on the door of Mr. and Mrs. Vincent Morgan, and at length the very pregnant Heather Morgan answered.
�Is your husband about ma�am?� the gent inquired.
�No sir, he is at the fac -� Out of breath, she leaned against the door and then slid down it onto her knees.
�Oh dear, Missus. I�ll get you to the hospital,� the agent growled from behind his moustache.
Later that evening, Vince entered a sickeningly antiseptic hospital room. He found Heather resting quietly with an equally tired infant taking a nursing break.
�Hello there,� he said as he kissed her forehead.
She smiled sleepily. �Vincent, meet your son. I haven�t named him yet, but I was thinking Vincent Michael Morgan, naming him after his father and mine.�
The baby clamped a fist around Vince�s finger. �That�s good. He�s perfect, you did good.�
For the next three years, they tried to get pregnant again, but despite their efforts and many consultations with the doctor, it was simply not to be. Despite his success at work, now leading his father�s company, growing it, and supporting other businesses, and despite their success as parents, still the hunger for another child gnawed at them.
Heather confided in him that for all her love of her son and her husband the thing that might bring her greater joy would be a daughter. It wasn�t her way to want for much, and it hurt Vince deeply that he could not provide for this singular want. They quarreled from time to time regarding his continuing loyalty to pick up and deliver the monthly parcel to A 247 West 42nd Street. His focus on making good on this duty was a source of frustration for her when on occasion he scheduled around the drop instead of trying to accommodate his family.
August 12, 1935, came and went. The delivery made and Vince hurried home to relieve Heather of teething duties with the baby. Twenty-month-old Vinnie�s gums were sore and Vince�s remedy of single malt whiskey was the only medicine that worked. Heather was showing signs of exhaustion since she�d laid off the maid and tightened up their personal budgets to avoid making cuts at the factory.
A week later, another Kraft paper pouch came via Pinkerton Agent. Vince opened the pouch and extracted the inner envelope, which was the usual rough home deckled paper. The stationary was a bit better, refined paper, but still of a very pedestrian and cheap variety. The copperplate hand was a bit more delicate and not quite so neat as it had been over the years. The note read:
Mr. Morgan,
It is long past time for you to understand what this has been about.
Yours,
A
Vince sat down on the corner of the porch and reread the note several times. He rechecked the pouch and envelope. Neither yielded anything more.

* * *

When it came time for September�s drop, he was there in plenty of time. The train backed in and he watched the conductor swing down, place his step, and then assist passengers down from the coach. When he finished, the passengers boarded and departed. There was no parcel after seventeen years.
October 14, 1935, Vince had lunch in the oyster bar and regaled the proprietor with Vinnie�s latest exploits. He left a tip, but the proprietor still refused his payment. He made his way to Platform 44 and stood near the brass rail, and glared at a sign proclaiming, �Wet paint.� After ten years of quiet waiting, the benches glistened of fresh varnish.
Again the train arrived, conductors and passengers disembarked, boarded, and departed without so much as a second glance from the rear conductor. Vince felt a pang of remorse at having come down despite Heather�s protest. He resolved that this would be the final year that he would continue this one point of contention between he and his wife.
On November 11, 1935, Armistice Day, Vince stopped to talk with the young troops waiting for their sergeant to put them on the train. He took a moment and told them about his time in France and they listened with reverence, then kidded him about the horses and water-cooled machine guns. He wondered why he bothered to talk to the kids as he made his way to his bench under the new metal sign that read, �Platform 44.� He wasn�t surprised as the train came and went without incident, and no parcel. He walked out into the November rain and hailed a cab to take him home.
It was a very tearful goodbye as he left the house on December 9, 1935. Heather had again shared her desire for a daughter, and stated her pitiful plea for another child. Vince hustled through Grand Central station and contemplated taking a train somewhere, anywhere away from the pain in his heart.
Today he didn�t stop and chat with anyone. He made his way to Platform 44 just as the train was backing in. He stood there, near the bench where he�d waited on this train for the past seventeen years. He watched as the conductor at the rear of the last coach swung down, and set his step in place.
Vince watched as the conductor straightened his jacket and offered a hand as the door opened and the first passenger stepped down. The young woman�s French Provincial features bore a strong and haunting resemblance to someone from his past. As she turned her head and made eye contact, he had the distinct notion that he was looking at his father�s maternal likeness, though her gait was more feminine and hinted at his mother. But, she was as much none of them, as she was both of them.
She walked up to him and offered an envelope. He took it and turned it over. His name appeared in a frail copperplate hand. He opened it and pulled out a very tattered tintype photograph of himself in his Army uniform.
�You must excuse me,� she said. �I would have come sooner but three months ago my mother Estelle took sick with cancer and passed away just after sending her letter to you � my father. She sent all the money she ever earned to the Pinkerton Agency to pay for our coming to America. With her dying breath, she asked me to tell you that she was sorry that she had given you a daughter and not a son.�
The young woman�s voice broke and tears rolled down her cheeks. �Father, I hope that you can find a place for me in your house until I can make it on my own.�

A Primal Force � by Kathleen A. Ryan

THE GRAY-HAIRED MAN shuffled along the smooth Tennessee marble of the majestic Main Concourse of Grand Central Terminal, about to confess a lifetime of sins into a hand-held recorder, as another spring day dawned in the Big Apple.
Candy, a slim teenager with warm brown eyes who�d made her home among the homeless, the one who ensured her elder counterparts kept safe and ate sufficiently, had just sold it to him. Initially, he hesitated about giving her money, fearing she�d spend it on crack, a raging epidemic and the scourge of the city.
�What do I say to those folks who claim I�m enabling you?� he had asked, noticing her parched lips and sunken cheeks.
�Tell �em you saved me from prostitution, Grandpa Guiseppe,� she said, stuffing the bills into her threadbare jeans. �Besides, this gadget will come in handy � you have so much to tell your newfound family!�
Candy demonstrated how to use the device. She kissed him on the cheek. �Thanks!� she said, as she skipped away. Guiseppe made the sign of the cross and said a silent prayer for his young friend.
Guiseppe spoke into the recorder, addressing his recently discovered great-grandson.
�Antonio, it warms this old man�s heart to know you exist � but it also aches, realizing the magnitude of what I�ve missed.�
To the throngs of commuters and visitors swishing by, the 89-year-old man wearing a tweed coppola probably seemed like a typical New Yorker talking to himself.
He removed the key attached to a chain around his neck and accessed his locker. He shed a few layers no longer needed.
The aroma of fresh-brewed coffee lured him straight to his favorite vendor. �Buongiorno, Guiseppe,� the vendor said. �How �bout a cannoli with your morning cappuccino?�
�Sounds divine.� He leaned his head toward the brilliant sun rays peering through the 75-foot-high arched windows. �Morning makes the day, doesn�t it?�
The vendor nodded. �Each day the sun rises, my friend, it gives us another chance.�
��With a rooster, or without a rooster, God will still make the dawn,� my sainted mother always said.� He attempted to pay, but the vendor just waved his hands and shook his head. �You suggested adding cappuccino to the menu, and your family�s cannoli recipe is our treasure. You are a permanent guest, Guiseppe.�
�Millie Grazie,� he said, bowing his head gracefully.
The elderly, yet muscular man, who could pass for 75, placed his breakfast on a small table and sat to people-watch, one of his favorite pastimes. In between sips and devouring the rich pastry, he talked about events he�d not spoken about in decades.
�What a miracle � between your extensive genealogy research and the newspaper report of the homeless epidemic in the terminal, you found me. After you contacted the terminal, the cops said to prepare for a joyous, life-altering surprise. Discovering family I never knew existed? A dream come true. I bawled like a bambino. Our conversation was the best phone call of my life.�
A patrol officer stopped by to chat. �Hey, Mr. Celebrity. Aren�t you meeting your long-lost relative today?�
�At one p.m. my great-grandson and I will meet under the clock,� he said. A smile spread across his wrinkled face. He shrugged his shoulders. �Where else?� he said with a giggle.
The cop�s smile morphed into a look of puzzlement. �How will you recognize him?�
�My 27-year-old great-grandson, Antonio, will wear a white carnation in his lapel. He saw my picture in the paper, so he already knows what I look like -�
�- one radiant man,� the cop finished his sentence. He wished the old man well, and tipped his hat.

* * *

Guiseppe resumed his task. �I wanted to record thoughts and memories, in case I chicken out later. First, the basics: my parents, Giovanni and Piera Mancuso, and my older brother, Santo, emigrated from Palermo, Sicily, in 1890, and settled into a tiny apartment in an overcrowded tenement building on Elizabeth Street in Little Italy in New York City. I was born on Christmas Day, 1895.�
He stood to return his cappuccino cup to the vendor and decided to take a stroll while recounting his abysmal childhood.
�My parents ran a successful bakery and pastry shop, but that was their downfall. Let me explain. When I was young, bombings in our neighborhood � the work of the Black Hand Society � occurred regularly. These criminals � fellow countrymen, no less � mailed frightening extortion letters, demanding protection money. If letters were ignored, they�d follow up with bombing, kidnapping � even murder.�
Guiseppe passed by the waiting room � or what the terminal population calls the living room � and saw homeless folks snoring away on wooden benches, surrounded by bundles of their worldly possessions and fast-food litter. Others were slumped in telephone booths, resting their heads on bags that doubled as pillows. No one ever called for them � nor did they have anyone to call. Mayor Koch, the terminal police, the Coalition for the Homeless, caring volunteers, the media � are working to devise a solution. It�s hard to believe, in 1985, this difficulty exists.
Guiseppe continued his tale. �These scoundrels preyed upon Sicilian immigrants, familiar with omerta � the code of silence � and took advantage of their inherent distrust of authorities. Many chose to pay the extortionists without notifying the police. Witnesses, who could barely speak English, refused to cooperate, resulting in criminals being set free.�
Heading towards the men�s room, Guiseppe ran into the janitor.
�Congratulations on your imminent well-deserved retirement, Juan. You will be missed by your terminal familia.�
�If it wasn�t for you, Guiseppe, I wouldn�t be here to enjoy this joyous occasion. You saved my life.�
�God placed me in the right place at the right time � and luckily, I had read all about Dr. Heimlich�s Maneuver.�

* * *

Guiseppe headed towards the marbled nooks and crannies of the terminal to escape the multitude of tourists, including the ones pointing at him. They must have seen the article.
�My father�s long work days in the bakery began before dawn. At night, he�d teach my brother and I the art of scherma di stiletto siciliano � the Sicilian school of stiletto fighting. Our father � a passionate, loyal family man, understood how life could be brutal and violent. He trained us to defend ourselves.�
As he walked past the Oyster Bar restaurant, a waiter spotted him and pointed toward the take-out area. Guiseppe met him there. The waiter said, �Here�s some hot oyster stew and a warm garlic breadstick. I gotta get back � the lunch crowd�s starting early. Mangia, my famous friend!�
Guiseppe thanked him. He sat at a bench, placing the bag aside. �My father received a frightening letter from the Black Hand, demanding a large sum of money. They described brutal consequences of ignoring their demands or even worse � telling the police.
�My father met with a fellow countryman, Joseph Petrosino, a brave detective sergeant of the New York City Police, who dedicated his career to imprison or deport the Black Handers. They devised a plan, but before they were able to implement it, our tenement was bombed. My father was killed, as well as my precious baby sister. My mother was maimed, lost her sight, and soon died from a broken heart.�
Guiseppe wiped his eyes and cleared his throat.
�My father�s early warnings about explosives and dynamite still haunt me to this day. He said it was marketed as �Hercules Powder� and �Neptune Powder� � as if it was a primal force stolen from the gods.
�Talk about primal force � after losing my family, my soul was filled with grief, anger, and despair.�
He pressed pause.
Guiseppe�s appetite suddenly waned; his mouth felt parched. He ambled to the ornate water fountain, a marble basin attached to the cream-colored Botticino marble wall. The cool water soothed his dry throat. He looked above to admire the sculpted oak leaves and acorns, just above this luxurious fountain, which he drank from daily.
A hollow-eyed beggar sat on the ground, shaking a ceramic cup filled with coins. Guiseppe handed him the bag. �Enjoy this warm food � you need your strength.�
�A million thanks,� the beggar said. �God Bless you.�
Refreshed and determined, Guiseppe continued his saga. He paced back and forth. �Petrosino became Detective Lieutenant and headed the Italian Squad. Vowing to identify and capture the criminals responsible for murdering our family, he took us under his wing. Santo and I, fluent in several dialects, insisted we help. He allowed us to work undercover, provided we continued our studies, kept healthy, and went to church.�
In 1909, this courageous man traveled to Sicily to obtain the records of 700 criminals. According to U.S. law, if those brigands were in the U.S. for less than three years, they could be deported. Tragically, Petrosino was assassinated in Sicily.�
He retrieved his wallet. His hands trembled as he removed frayed two photos: one of his beloved family at his sister�s joyous christening; and one of Lieutenant Petrosino � the derby-hatted, stout powerhouse of a man, packed into a five-foot, three-inch frame � flanked by the Mancuso brothers. Gazing at loved ones, his eyes welled.
Guiseppe exhaled, realizing the pain of losing loved ones remains just below the surface � as raw and piercing as the day it happened � if you allowed yourself to go there.
He spotted a man in ragged clothes, poking through a trash can with a broken umbrella. Dozens strode past him, as if he was invisible.
He rested to compose himself.
�Following Petrosino�s death, violence skyrocketed. My brother and I channeled our grief � into a tenacious vendetta. We worked under cover of night, using disguises, like Petrosino did. We gathered intel from saloons, pool halls, gambling dens, and brothels. We selected our targets carefully.
�Suffice it to say, our stiletto training came into use. Our family or Petrosino would never have approved � but we strongly believed the guilty should pay � but suffer first. A swift death would have been humane. We said �Ciao� to mercy.
�The police attributed these deaths to criminal-on-criminal; that a Black Hander must have skimmed protection money, or had been suspected of informing. The removal of these killers from society was a �public service,� anyway. And yes � if you�re wondering, we did avenge the death of our father, mother, and sister.
�Let me describe the brightest part of my life. At a Sunday Mass, I exchanged glances with a young lady � cos� bella � and our souls rushed together before we ever spoke. Her father disapproved, so Josephine and I met secretly; first at my apartment, then in the glorious new Grand Central Terminal � where two lovers, unaware of the crowds, shared intimate moments. With the gateway to New York City as our backdrop, we�d gaze at the glorious vaulted ceiling mural and share our dreams. We�d whisper sweet nothings in the Whispering Gallery.
�Sadly, our union was brief. Santo, my beloved brother � my only surviving family member � was killed in a fight. His murderer � a young thug � fled to Sicily, but I trailed him. I took care of business and returned quickly to New York. Regrettably, my darling Josephine was gone � I searched and searched, to no avail.
�To summarize, here�s a Reader�s Digest version: I became a one-man agency, representing the families of innocent victims. The Black Hand menace began to decline after 1915; officially, history credits tougher sentencing, federal mail laws, and tighter immigration control. An uncredited primal force, however � your great-grandfather � worked tirelessly to rid the world of these monsters.�
Tears of regret rolled down his cheek. �I had mourned the loss of my entire family � while, ironically, another one was growing. I wish your great-grandmother Josephine was still alive. I�ve loved her my entire life.�
He hit pause, and glanced at his watch: 12:45 p.m. Time to meet Antonio soon. I should end on a positive note. He hit record one last time.
�In my later years, I�d visit Grand Central and reminisce about my precious time with Josephine. Every time I�ve admired the ceiling, it�s like she�s right next to me. For the past decade or so, I chose to live here and befriend the lonely -�
�Excuse me,� a male voice interrupted. �Weren�t you recently featured in the paper?�
Startled, Guiseppe turned to face the man with an Italian accent. Looking into his icy eyes, he shivered. His intuition screamed: Evil eye. 
�Yes, I was,� he replied, slipping the recorder into his pocket. �Can I help you?�
�Actually, I�m curious about this Whispering Gallery,� he said, gesturing toward the infamous domed ceiling area. �Does it really work?�
�A lifetime ago, I experienced it with the love of my life. The echoes of her whispers remain with me to this day.�
�Would you mind testing it with me?�
Guiseppe paused. An odd, but brief request. Then I�m off to the clock. �Sure. We�ll face opposing corners; our voices follow the curve of the domed ceiling. If you hear me, whisper back.�
Like boxers about to match, they retreated to opposite corners.
Guiseppe whispered, �Do I detect a Sicilian dialect?�
The stranger replied, �You�re hearing�s fine, old man, but how�s your eyesight? Do I resemble a ghost from your past? I�m the identical twin brother of the man you murdered in Sicily, decades ago.�
Guiseppe gasped. He turned around. As the avenger charged at him, Guiseppe removed his coppola, which had a weight sewn into it. He swung it at the attacker, who ducked. The avenger forcefully placed his arm around Guiseppe, to make it appear like they were old buddies.
�Let�s take a walk, paisano.�
Guiseppe made eye contact with the sitting beggar, trying to convey a threat of imminent danger.
The sound of the beggar scrambling to his feet went unnoticed by the avenger, who said, �Let�s find one of those secret passageways in this station -�
�It�s a terminal, buddy, not a station.�
�Oh, a wise guy, eh? Let me tell you something. You weren�t so wise when you trailed me to Sicily. You bumped off my brother instead of me. He didn�t kill your brother � I did. I�ve sought revenge ever since. Imagine my surprise when I read about you in the paper � and even better, they printed a current photo.�
�You can read? How impressive,� Guiseppe quipped, trying to distract him while he devised a plan.
Guiseppe�s face reddened as they headed towards a door that leads to a lower lever. His chest throbbed. I must get away from this lunatic. He won�t deprive me of meeting Antonio. But he must pay for killing my brother. This might be my only chance.
Guiseppe kicked the assassin forcefully and broke free from his grasp. He grabbed his stiletto switchblade.
So did the avenger.
Throughout the fierce battle, the vengeful pair inflicted slices, cuts, and stabs, while aggressively blocking the blades or ducking. Blood saturated their clothes and spread across the floor.
The homeless man with the broken umbrella struck the avenger � who then collapsed. Gasping for breath, Guiseppe thanked him, but advised him to retreat safely and get help.
Guiseppe warned the avenger: �If I live, I�ll kill you. If I die, I forgive you.�
The sound of running footsteps rose to a crescendo that could rival the running of the bulls.
The avenger couldn�t lift his head. In a trembling voice, he asked, �What the hell is that noise?�
Guiseppe felt light-headed. He slumped to the floor. �It�s the cavalry � or should I say, mi familia.� Guiseppe spotted the beggar clutching his ceramic cup, the Oyster Bar waiter armed with a butcher knife, cops with their guns drawn, Juan the janitor clenching a broom, Candy and dozens of terminal dwellers smacking their fists and yelling, prepared to pounce upon the man who threatened the life of their beloved friend. The cops radioed for a medic, advised everyone to keep back, and approached the bloodied men.
A cop checked the avenger. �No pulse.�
�Hang in there, Guiseppe,� another cop said. The cop gently wiped the blood from his face, then tended to his wounds.
Guiseppe whispered, �Thank you.� The sight of a young man wearing a white carnation in his lapel sent a bolt of energy throughout his body. �Antonio!�
The cop waved him over.
Antonio knelt in blood beside his great-grandfather. �I�m here, Grandpa Guiseppe, he said, taking his hand. �All the people who adore you met me under the clock. The news spread that you were in trouble. I never saw so many people spring into action so quickly.�
�Guiseppe studied Antonio�s face. �Your elegant features� they come from your great-grandmother, Josephine.�
�Thank you, Grandpa Guiseppe. Can I do anything for you, before medics arrive?�
�Your presence has brought me peace� these wonderful people� have been my family, when I thought I didn�t have one. Reach into my pocket � there�s a recorder.�
The cop nodded, allowing Antonio to retrieve the recorder. It was still running.
Guiseppe�s face paled. His voice weakened. �Take the chain from my neck� It�ll open locker 13. It�s filled with journals, photographs, and much more � it�s all yours. Between this recording,� he said, his voice growing weaker, �the locker contents�and conversations with these wonderful folks, all will be revealed. Would you call a priest for me? God bless you, Antonio.�
�I will, Grandpa Guiseppe. Ti amo.�
�Ti amo, Antonio� My darling Josephine� Santo -�
Antonio pressed the stop button.

Off Track � by Matt Hilton

TERRY BISHOP SAT under a parasol at the corner of E 42nd Street and Park Avenue. The July sun beat down on the New York sidewalks. He wore a ball cap, so the parasol was unnecessary, but it came with the table he sat at outside Pershing Square, an eatery he�d never visited before. When he�d ordered a beer, he�d received an indifferent nod from a Hispanic waiter, who�d then handed him a menu. He wasn�t hungry but he ordered a chicken pot pie. He�d stabbed through the crust with his fork, but that was all the eating he�d do. He sipped his beer � a Corona with a slice of lime wedged in the neck � and ignored the disapproving glance of the waiter.
The hell was the waiter worrying about? Terry would pay for the food, so he could waste it if he chose to. He just didn�t want it. He was way too nervous to eat. He only wanted the table from where he could watch the entrance to Grand Central Terminal.
As usual 42nd Street was heaving with yellow taxis. Overhead more taxis and limos sped back and forth over the elevated ramp that took Park Avenue around the transportation hub. Terry could smell exhaust fumes and spoiling garbage and wondered why the fuck anyone would choose al fresco dining on one of the busiest streets in Manhattan. Maybe they were all there watching the entrance to the station.
Terry had parked his butt at the outermost table of the seating area, facing the train station doors. From his position the overhead ramp obscured some of his view east, but he could still see the towering Grand Hyatt Hotel, its black tinted windows glistening like wet coal under the bright sunlight. If he craned his neck he could see part of the world famous Chrysler Building, but that would mean taking his eyes off the doors he was watching.
He didn�t care about the sights; he was there for one thing only. Correction: one person only. No way was he going to miss his mark this time. He placed down his beer and fed a hand into his jacket pocket, checking � for the thousandth time � that the six inches of pointed steel was where it should be. He ran his fingers up and down its cold length, feeling again the thrill of anticipation and wondering if this time he�d have the nerve to do it. He�d followed his target through three U.S. cities already, and on each occasion had chickened out at the last second. Not this time, though. This time he was determined to succeed.
He could remember last time he was here. Not at the eatery, but outside Grand Central Terminal. Twenty odd years ago, it was. Back then the place was a shit hole. Vagrants literally lived and slept in the phone booths, and it was a struggle getting inside the hub without losing your billfold to the pickpockets and muggers. Now the place had been gentrified. It had become a �tourist destination� and �must-do mecca� for shoppers. Terry had done a walk through of the station earlier and was surprised to find a proliferation of high-end shops, an entire level given over to eateries on the lower floor, and even an upmarket restaurant called Cipriani Dolci, full to the brim with wealthy looking men and women in business suits eating lobster and other rich crap. He�d gawped at the grandeur of the Main Concourse, recalling how last time he�d been there he�d barely noticed any of the architecture as he�d been scurrying to avoid some young hoods who had targeted him as an out-of-towner. On that occasion, young and frightened and overwhelmed by his unfamiliar surroundings, he�d made it on to one of the Metro-North trains with his hide intact. He�d avoided his hunters in a way he hoped his quarry wouldn�t escape him today.
No. It wasn�t going to happen. This time he wouldn�t fail.
Customers at the table next to his vacated their places. Waiting to be seated were a big, square-bodied Englishman with a GI cut, and judging by her unfamiliar mode of dress, with his wife in tow. They were accompanied by a couple of locals, or Americans at least: a red-haired gal who spoke with the rat-a-tat delivery of a 1940s femme fatale and her more reserved husband who looked like an academic, maybe a high-school teacher or a professor. They were an odd grouping, and Terry gained the impression they had only recently gotten acquainted judging by the exploratory nature of their chatter as they sat at the adjacent table. They were talking books and writing. Terry wasn�t surprised; there was a huge convention of thriller writers taking place in the nearby Hyatt. Terry looked them over, wondering if any of them was famous. He checked out the professor, but was surprised to learn moments later that it was the Brit who was the author, the Americans fans.
Terry squinted at the Brit, trying to make out the name on a lanyard round his thick neck. Never heard of him, but maybe the guy was an up-and-comer. The Brit was soft-spoken, genial, and prone to self-deprecating laughter. But Terry recognized the front: the dude was built like a weightlifter, maybe a fighter gone slightly to seed. Crows feet at the corners of his eyes were the only marks he carried on his face, so Terry suspected he was an accomplished brawler. Terry just bet he was a tough son of a bitch, something that he carried over into his writing. He�d be a good test for Terry. He wondered if he should do him right now, and went as far as feeding his hand into his jacket pocket again and fixing his fingers around the tapering length of steel. It would be good practice. He�d know for sure if he finally had the nerve to get his man: if he could do this Brit in plain sight, in front of all these witnesses, then he�d be able to do his target.
But what if he missed the man he was waiting for, for the sake of this nobody?
He took his hand from his pocket and gripped the neck of his Corona. The bottle was half empty. He took a swig, taking one last glance at the Brit before ignoring him and concentrating on watching the sidewalk outside the terminal. He also ignored the banter and laughter of the group at the next table, zoning it and the street noise out.
There was a gathering of pedestrians on both sides of 42nd Street. Waiting for the lights to change so they could cross. His view was momentarily obscured and he rose out of his chair, watching keenly over the bobbing heads. Traffic drew to a halt and the throngs moved quickly, weaving past each other from both sides of the street. Then the traffic was moving again and one of the open-top tour buses now blocked his view as it crawled toward a scheduled stop. Terry shook his head in disgust, downed the remainder of his beer then tossed dollars on the table. He didn�t add a tip; let the waiter eat the damn pot pie if he was that desperate. He squeezed out past the red-haired gal, without any of the quartet giving him as much as a second�s notice. He backed out of the eating area, craning all the time for fear he missed his target. The bus was now clear, but Terry rushed for the street and leaned on the steel bollards erected to form a walkway between Pershing Square and the busy street. Pedestrians bumped and nudged him as they squeezed by with not even a hint of apology. But why should he be surprised? This was New York, after all.
He knew he dared not cross to the other side. There were hundreds of people on the sidewalk, and there was too much of an opportunity for his target to scoot by unseen while Terry was hemmed in by the crowds. He stayed put, watching keenly for the tall man he�d shadowed all the way from Los Angeles. He was jittery. Nervous as hell, but this was it. This was his chance and he wasn�t going to blow it again.
His breath caught in his chest.
There he was.
The one Terry had followed from L.A. to Dallas to Chicago and finally here to the heart of Manhattan. He knew from his research that his target would be leaving the U.S. this very afternoon for a trip to Europe. If he didn�t get him now, then his chance would be lost.
His target was tall and slim, fair-haired, square-jawed, and kind of distinguished looking, an English public schoolboy now grown to adulthood. He was dressed modestly in a navy blazer over an open neck shirt, jeans and slip-on loafers. Who would guess the nature of the innocuous looking man, who could ever tell he was a master of death and destruction? Who�d have believed that someone like Terry Bishop would have been able to get him right there inside one of the busiest train stations in the world?
Despite being tuned to his surroundings, for spotting anyone creeping up on him, Terry�s target missed the shabby guy in the John Deere ball cap and leather jacket crossing the street. The man paused momentarily outside a Capitol One bank, perhaps considering drawing money from the automatic teller machine for his anticipated journey. He must have decided against it; he was too compromised if he went into the narrow hall where the cash machines were, and could be cornered too easily. He moved on, using the cover of the crowd to remain anonymous. He glanced once at a transit cop standing in a doorway of the station but didn�t as much as notice Terry as he fell into step a few yards back.
Terry�s mouth was dry. The Corona hadn�t helped. His heart was beating, and he was sweating from under his cap. His shirt was also damp beneath his jacket, and it had little to do with the hot spell bleaching the colors from the city. He fed his hands into his jacket pockets. His palms were slick. He couldn�t afford to lose his grip. He had to be firm, strike as soon as he had the opportunity. He scrubbed his palms on the lining of his pockets then took the tapering steel in his right hand.
His target entered the terminal, pushing through the heavy wooden doors, averting his gaze to avoid eye contact with any of those pushing out. Terry hung back a pace, under the shade of the red awnings. They don�t recognize you or what you are, Terry thought, but I do. This time you won�t get away from me.
His target slipped inside, hurrying through the crowds toward the Main Concourse. Terry wondered about the man�s luggage. If he was going on a trip, then where were his bags? Then again, the man was known to travel light, to purchase what he needed when he needed it. Must be nice to get incredibly rich off murder and mayhem, Terry decided. Not that Terry begrudged him the wealth; he worked hard for his pay.
Terry followed into the echoing hall, his rubber-soled boots sucking on the marble floor. He was surrounded by the Beaux-Arts style and architectural opulence of grand staircases, an arched ceiling the color of a tropical sea, and the world famous four-faced gold and opal Tiffany clock. He noticed none of it. Terry�s attention was all on his target. He slipped the pointed length of steel part way from his pocket even as he moved another pace closer.
His target had paused, checking the information boards, seeking which of the sixty-seven tracks he needed for his onward journey. Terry also paused. A flutter went through his bowels. Before he�d been experiencing anxiety, but now genuine fear went through him and he felt a very real need to find a lavatory. No, he told himself. Get a grip, goddamnit. You can�t back down. Not now, you coward. Do it. DO IT!
His self-admonishment did the trick.
He lunged at his target, as he pulled the glittering steel fully from his pocket.
The tall man flinched. In the next instant he relaxed, and there was barely a shadow of annoyance on his face as he peered down at the steel in Terry�s hand.
Terry�s cheeks flushed red.
�I�m� I�m really sorry for troubling you,� he stammered, as he drew a dog-eared paperback novel from his opposite pocket. �But would you mind autographing your latest book for me? I�m your biggest fan.�
�Sure. No problem,� said Lee Youngman, the best-selling thriller writer in the world. He accepted the old-fashioned fountain pen from Terry�s trembling fingers with a nod of approval at its fine steel construction.

Herschel�s Broom
��by W. Silas Donohue
GRAND CENTRAL TERMINAL was a completely different world for the third trick overnight maintenance crew, and Herschel enjoyed the serenity. In the very early morning hours of New York City, the crowds are gone, and the shops are closed. There are no harried workers or frantic shoppers or mesmerized tourists or clambering children with their bedraggled parents. The lights are dimmed now to save energy and the only interruption besides the whine of the floor cleaning machine are the late night train crews hurrying home and the occasional distracted police officer checking the email messages on his phone. The terminal may be called the crossroads of America during the day, but late at night it was as lonely as sunset in a dusty ghost town.
The overnight maintenance crew was lining up for assignments but the talk was all about a lost and found little boy.
�Didja hear? They found the kid.�
�Really? Where was he? How�d they find him?�
�Seems he just walked into the police office. He said that some big old guy took him by the hand and walked him over, but no one saw anyone with the kid. He just walked up to the sergeant�s desk and said, �I�m lost.� They figure he just got scared and ran away, and when he got hungry enough and smelled the doughnuts he just walked into the office.�
�The cops were really eating doughnuts? Are you serious? Fuggedaboutit��
The big floor-washing machine was the assignment that most of the workers wanted as they got ready for tonight�s shift. On the hockey rinks they use a machine called a Zamboni to smooth the surface and lay down a new fresh layer of ice. It is a sort of a mongrel mix between a farm tractor and a convenience store�s Slurpee machine. The terminal�s floor equipment looked a little like that except it sprayed out hot water and detergent in front and had a squeegee and vacuum in the back to suck it all up. It was quicker and better than the old fashion gang of workers with mops.
The best part for the staff though was that the driver got to sit up high in the seat like a stagecoach driver in the Wild West. Herschel chuckled as everyone pushed to get the assignment of chauffeuring the device around the extent of the station. Herschel even patted Vincent on the back when he was anointed, but Vinnie was too excited to notice and was beaming when he climbed into the driver�s seat. Herschel stood back behind the group and was happy to grab the big old dust mop and, even considering his seniority in the company, was happy to stay out of the nightly jockeying for the noisy machine. The broom was cotton and had soft tassels along the edge and was wider than Herschel was tall, and Herschel was a big man. Herschel was most comfortable when slowly pushing the broom around the boundaries of the waiting area in that little strip where the floor cleaner couldn�t reach; somewhere between the hard edges of the beige marble wall and the vast expanse of the rotunda. Roughly comparable to that fuzzy boundary between reality and hope.
Herschel followed the same routine every night with almost no variation. After picking up his broom from the closet by Track 115 he would go upstairs and start his sweep. Herschel started by circling around the clock and the information desk in the middle of the floor. There was always a hint of a grin as he looked up at the big mural of the night sky. The story was that the constellations were painted on the ceiling backwards but Herschel thought that people who worried about things like that were missing the point. The only thing that he saw was that the cosmos had been frozen in place forever and brought indoors; and that was pretty terrific no matter which way the stars were supposed to be pointed. �It�s amazing,� he thought, �how people get so caught up in the little crap that they miss the thrill of the big picture.� The rumor was that over the years the workers repairing the ceiling signed their name and left little notes in places that were invisible 125 feet below. Herschel liked the idea that someone could leave a little bit of his mark for posterity in this great old building.
As Herschel slowly pushed his broom, a different recollection would pop into his mind in each corner of the building. Every night was a special set of highlight reel memories that rolled through his mind�s eye. In the old days, the cleaning crews worked while the building was still open to the public. It was a little more difficult to maneuver with all of the people but Herschel enjoyed seeing many of the same faces night after night. This evening, as he headed towards the ticket windows, he remembered an old acquaintance, an accountant type who was always nervous and scampering from one place to another.
One night Sal, that was his name, a wiry little man from the Bronx, was heading to a meeting in the old New York Central Building at the north end of the terminal. He stopped, as he usually did, and spoke briefly with Herschel about how the Yankees were doing and making fun of Herschel�s poor Dodger team. Herschel turned out to be the last man to see Sal alive because at the same time they were talking about sports, a bunch of thugs were on their way over from a big time gangster named Lucky Luciano to silence Sal forever. Herschel never talked baseball with anyone again and lost interest altogether for the game a few years later when the Dodgers left Brooklyn.
One of Herschel�s favorite people, though he never talked to him directly, used to hold court in the corner of the rotunda. He was a drifter and a con artist, but when he spoke, he was as smooth as the newly polished marble floors. Herschel almost laughed out loud when he thought about the time Grand Central Pete, which was what everyone called him though no one really knew his name, sold the entire building to a guy who had just gotten off the 20th Century Limited train from Chicago. The 20th Century was one of the fastest and nicest trains in the whole world back then and it was usually filled with lots of wealthy customers.
Grand Central Pete was schmoozing with a well-dressed man for a while, had him laughing and feeling pretty good about himself, then he took his money and handed the poor guy some fancy looking paperwork that was supposed to be the deed for the terminal. Pete then sauntered over to the far corner of the rotunda, about a football field away from the first guy, still laughing and smiling, and sold the whole building again, right away, to another stranger in an expensive suit. And everyone laughed and felt real good as Grand Central Pete walked out of the building with his head held high, his hat set at a jaunty angle and all his pockets filled with hundred dollar bills. What a showman. What a crook.
Herschel turned right and headed up a long ramp between the two rows of ticket windows to the old waiting room. There used to be long wooden benches there, as if you were in church, lined up one in front of another. But as the railroads began to lose money and people started to forget about the old building, the poor and the homeless and the drug users turned this part of New York City into their own kingdom. The toilet was at one end of the hall and almost no one except the motley citizens of this unkempt kingdom would use those facilities. Herschel even remembered when the maintenance staff would sometime �forget� to go there. Then the mood shifted and the government spent more money than Herschel could imagine and fixed up the old station. They got rid of the benches, moved the toilet downstairs and cleaned up the old waiting room for the rich to use for parties and things like that. Even though the seats are gone, with a closer look, the outline of where the old wooden benches sat is still visible.
The floors here are made of the same marble found in the main rotunda, but running the full length of each ghost bench lies a shallow gully. Almost like the ridges of a washboard. After one hundred years of feet being crossed and uncrossed and toes tapped and shoes shuffled while waiting for a train, there is now a noticeable trough in the marble. The gullies are evenly spaced where the benches use to be located. Row after row. Much as water had eroded away the mountains to make the Grand Canyon, the leather shoes of countless travelers had done the same thing to the floors of Grand Central Terminal. Herschel loved the idea that an act as seemingly insignificant as sitting down and waiting, unnoticed by the same people who were worried about how the ceiling was painted, would have such a real and permanent physical impact. �Folks just don�t seem to appreciate that what is not seen is usually a lot more important than what is seen� was one of Herschel�s favorite observations.
As the night crept along, it was time for Herschel to take a little breather. Herschel leaned his broom on the wall and took out an old red bandana from his pocket. He wiped his forehead and brushed off the dust from his arms, tilted his large frame back against the wall, and took in the sights around him. The terminal was especially quiet tonight. Besides the Zamboni sliding around the rotunda and cleaning the floors, the only other thing he could see was a new guy climbing up a high ladder in the old waiting room.
Electricity was a new-fangled idea for a building back one hundred years ago when the terminal was built, so all of the fancy French-designed chandeliers purposely featured the light bulb. Like a newly engaged woman walking around holding her left hand out, just so everyone could see the diamond ring. Over the years the company introduced new super-efficient bulbs that lasted a lot longer than the old bulbs, so a regular light bulb crew was no longer needed. Nowadays the job of occasionally changing the bulbs fell on an unsuspecting new guy. So that is what Ryan � Herschel thought that was the new guy�s name � was doing way up on that ladder. There was a twinkle in Herschel�s eye as he watched Ryan struggle with the light bulbs. To prevent the public from being tempted to take any bulbs, it was an old railroad trick to use left handed bulbs. These bulbs were specially made and screwed in the opposite way from the light bulb in your house. It always took the new guys a while to figure that out and tonight was no different. It was like trying to tie your shoes while looking into a mirror and was a lot tougher than it sounded. The wooden step ladders were tall and Ryan had become all twisted around himself, twenty feet in the air, like a dangling ornament on a wobbly Christmas tree. Soon enough Ryan was cursing out loud as he fumbled with each bulb. �What the �fuh� is the matter with these� damn� jeez� c�mon��
Down the ramp in the main rotunda, Herschel turned and watched Vincent swing the floor cleaning machine around towards the ramp. The easiest way to get up the long incline with the Zamboni was to start in the middle of the hall and build up speed and race to the top of the ramp. If done right, the machine would slow down to almost a crawl by the time it got to the top. Without a good head of steam, the machine could stall out before making it all the way up to the waiting room. But since it was quiet tonight, Vincent was able to get an even longer run up the ramp. He looked like an old-time stock car driver behind the steering wheel with his perpetually slicked back hair and his blue work shirt open to show a skin-tight NY Rangers t-shirt below.
Vincent was fiddling with his cell phone and headphones as the machine started to pick up speed. He seemed more worried about playing a game on his phone then looking where he was going. The vehicle began its sprint up the ramp and the extra headway allowed the engine to rev up faster than anyone had ever seen it go before. To the right of Herschel, Ryan was still completely flummoxed by the light bulbs and was becoming more frustrated by the second. He was so confused and embarrassed that he had become oblivious to the world around him. The Zamboni continued to race as fast as the machine could go as it started up the ramp. Vincent was now completely lost in his phone and rushing along without ever looking up.
With the newfound power in its wheels, the Zamboni roared like an eight-year-old getting out of school for the summer break, and it refused to slow as it climbed up the incline. It was still racing when Vincent finally realized that he wasn�t in the slow crawl that he expected but was instead sprinting recklessly toward the old waiting room. In the too-little-too-late world that was common for Vincent, he finally put the phone down and grabbed the wheel and jerked the Zamboni to the left. Swerving harder than it ever was designed for, the machine bounded over the antique grooves in the floor. The Zamboni bounced like a baby carriage on a cobblestone street as Vincent completely lost control. His cell phone banged to the floor, a bead of sweat appeared on his forehead, and his hair lost its permanent cool for the first time in memory.
Hershel sized up the situation quickly and dropped his red bandana and ran toward the ladder and the light bulbs. Without slowing down for a step, Herschel leaped up the ladder as far as he could. Ryan was already stretched out and twisted around with the light bulbs and the two of them crashed to the floor. Ryan fell on top of Herschel while still looking up toward the chandelier. Both of them let out a groan as they hit the unforgiving marble floor.
An instant later the runaway Zamboni slammed into the ladder and snapped off the bottom half.
If Ryan were still on the ladder he would have been thrown into the air and crashed down headfirst to the floor. Vincent and the Zamboni finally came to a rest just before reaching the far wall. Ryan caught his breath, looked around and got up and started screaming at Vincent. The rest of the crew came running up the ramp from all corners of the terminal to see what had happened. The foreman was last to arrive and began yelling at anything with a heartbeat. Everyone was talking about how lucky it was that Ryan lost his balance and fell off the ladder at just the right moment. The general consensus was that it was a classic case of dumb luck.
Herschel picked himself up off the floor and in the confusion ambled quietly back to his broom, picked up his red bandana and started his rounds again. Everything happened so fast that Ryan never realized that it was Herschel who had knocked him off the ladder and softened his fall. The rest of the cleaning crew finally settled down, the Zamboni was given to another driver and Vincent and Ryan stayed away from each other the rest of the night. Soon enough the sun started to rise and the morning�s newly delivered soft light began to creep over the windowsills on the east side of the rotunda. Daylight was the call for this maintenance crew to close up shop and head home.

* * *

Well after the morning rush was over, but before the lunchtime throng jammed the restaurants on the lower level of the terminal, Chuck was showing a new customer-service representative around. The classic old building was crowded now, buzzing and in full organized confusion. It was Chuck�s job to teach Lizzy the ropes and show her all over. On the lower level, by Track 115, Lizzy saw an old broom behind the stairwell closet with a faded dusty red bandana hanging from a bent nail above.
Before she could reach out to touch the grimy broom, Chuck jumped in with, �No, no, no. Don�t touch that. It�s a san phra phum.�
Startled, Lizzy turned and softly asked, �A what?�
�OK, everyone calls me Chuck but my real name is Chanarong. I�m from Thailand and over there everyone has these little spirit houses outside their home. They are about the size of a little girl�s dollhouse but much fancier. The san phra phum brings protection and good luck. It is kind of where wandering spirits can find shelter or peace. Over here you have haunted houses; in Thailand they give the spirits their own private villas.�
Lizzy�s face squished up in confusion and she mumbled, �But, it�s just� an old broom��
�Yeah, you�re right, but it is the same idea,� said Chuck. �I was told a long time ago that no one touches that broom. It�s been here forever. It is a sort of �spirit house� for all of the maintenance guys. The broom and the red bandana are always there. Look at the dust that has built up over the years. It is a relic. The crews are pretty superstitious about it and they never move it from that spot. Hell, we haven�t even used a broom like that in decades. Anyway, no one moves it. Ever. You have to give the san phra phum the respect it deserves. Hell, if someone thinks it�ll protect him or something like that, what am I supposed to say? Just don�t mess with it. OK?�
Lizzy stared for a moment at the broom, and then the two of them moved back to the swirl of stories and characters in Grand Central Terminal.

Timetable for Crime � by Marcelle Thi�baux

Summer 1937
A CLOUDBURST FLOODED MANHATTAN before dawn. The unmarked van pulled up to the Vanderbilt entrance of Grand Central Terminal. Two men ducked out. They unlatched the rear doors, clambered in to hook up rollers, slid the coffin out of the van and dumped it on the sidewalk.
They dragged the coffin along the wet pavement and heaved it onto a wheeled trolley. Ready to load. The northbound funeral train for the Cemetery ran at noon. The scam had to be set up by then.
Jaxon and his brother jumped back in the van. They lurched around the corner in a screech of wet tires heading for the Holland Tunnel to New Jersey.
Twenty minutes ago they�d made a mistake and it cost them time. Under the deluded notion there was a goods-delivered platform, they'd driven around, realized they were lost and had to go back to Vanderbilt Avenue.
Rayette Debs stood with her umbrella in the pouring rain on the corner of Vanderbilt and 42nd Street. She eyed the van with the botched paint job take off. They�d kept her waiting an extra twenty minutes.
She watched Jaxon at the wheel but didn�t give him a sign. Dark glasses hid her eyes. A black scarf swathed her hair and covered the low-cut neck of her black outfit. Long legs, black stockings and little French heels. She carried a valise tied with a strap, and a stylish lizard cosmetics case.
Rayette walked over behind the stack of crates to the coffin. She studied it. English oak, varnished to a gleam, with handles and mountings of brass. No name plate. Rayette laid a gloved palm on the lid, and smiled, satisfied to feel the death within.
It was Rayette who had tipped the brothers off. She'd overheard something big at the Nifty Nail Parlor on Stagg Street, Jersey City, where she had a job refilling nail-polish bottles. She didn�t know how to do manicures and her bitchy boss wouldn't let her try. Rayette didn't plan on going back.
Rayette had put two-and-two together from what she gleaned. A hefty amount of jewels and money were stashed in a Gifford Avenue apartment where a high roller lived with his girlfriend. Rayette found their names, and checked when the two swells would be out on the town, drinking and clubbing all night. The brothers broke in the apartment and got a much bigger heist than they expected. They also got a big surprise that could've wrecked the operation. The man and his girl came back early, giving the burglars no choice but to take out the suckers. Six shots with a.32 revolver. That left them with two problems. Two bodies.
Rayette prodded the brothers to come up with a brainstorm. What could be more public and crowded than Grand Central? Didn�t the songs and the patter go like that? When you had a zillion bodies all jammed together, people said, This is like Grand Central. What was one more body, or two?
Rayette had gone over to Grand Central and surveyed the layout. �Leave it to me,� she told Jaxon. �First we need a box.� They drove out to a mortuary supplies warehouse in Lodi, New Jersey, and bought a fancy oak coffin. Acting like it was for Rayette�s grandmother. They stowed the two bodies, minus the corpses� four hands, which Jaxon hacked off and wrapped in a shower curtain.
Rayette turned on her French heels to get in out of the rain. She made for the terminal�s front portals on 42nd Street. Gateway to America. She didn�t glance up at Mercury on the fa�ade, walking on air in his little winged hat. She focused on the job at hand. Finding the right fall guy for the brothers. Then Jaxon said, him and her could turkey trot.
She made her way down the ramp to the Ladies area of the waiting room, bypassed the free toilets and paid for a private stall with a mirror. She tucked on a gray wig and fixed her makeup. She donned the glasses some old bat had left behind at Nifty Nails. Rayette had taken them, in case they came in handy. They gave her a headache but she put up with it.
In her grandma disguise, Rayette found the baggage room and checked a travel kit packed with the kind of stuff a man would carry on a trip. Mennen�s shave cream, toothbrush and Ipana, socks, underwear, shirt and ties. Folded racing sheets, sports pages, help-wanted ads. A west coast timetable with the LA trains circled in grease pencil. Padded in some Fruit of the Looms was the.32 shooter.
She zipped the baggage check in her purse. Still in the old-bat glasses, Rayette took a pew-like bench in the waiting room. Hidden by pots of greenery, she settled down with a Bible until the Newsreel Theatre opened.
When it was time, Rayette paid for another private toilet stall and changed-hosiery, wig, cosmetics and a douse of Evening in Paris perfume from Woolworth�s. She examined her bag for cigarettes and crossed the Main Concourse, transformed and unrecognizable.
Inside the terminal, railway travelers began arriving from every side. Dozens of them, hundreds, thousands, all with their eyes fixed on the big clock. Rayette had her timetable in her head.
She navigated the expanse of the Tennessee marble floor, not bothering to look up at the stars reeling across the cerulean-blue painted sky. She'd seen them already. Head lowered, she skirted the information kiosk with the big clock and made for Track 17.
The Grand Central Theatre and the Newsreel Cocktail Lounge across from Track 17 had just opened this summer. These additions to the terminal were wildly popular. Travelers waiting for trains passed the time in the bar and little movie house, catching news, shorts and cartoons.
Rayette ignored the newsstand stocked with magazines, candy bars, tobacco and gum, tour brochures for Pan Am flights and steamship cruises. She had what she needed and didn�t want the fat blonde at the stand to remember her.
She did a fast inspection of the sandwich board with today�s movies. The Duke and Duchess of Windsor honeymooning in France. Adolf Hitler sending truckloads of prisoners to a new concentration camp at Buchenwald. Cartoon clips from Disney�s Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. No heists or murders. Just more of the usual.
Rayette stepped into the bar. Nice place. She didn�t see any cops. Polished brass rail, red barstools, tables, the alcove with easy chairs in leatherette. It was cheery with the clatter of glasses and talk. She took note of the morning drinkers. Besides the shifting crowd of transients and long-distance travelers, the cocktail lounge drew a core of regulars � northbound commuters and newsmen from the neighborhood papers, The Daily News, The Sun, The New York World-Telegram. The newsmen bragged about the great pix they�d got the night before with their Speed Graphics, and hoped to get when the 20th Century Limited came in again at five. Hollywood celebrities and the world�s most beautiful women got the red-carpet treatment in the Biltmore Room when they breezed in on the 20th Century.

* * *

Big-shouldered Eddie Kromer was one guy who didn't need a timetable, didn't own a Speed Graphic and had no reason to watch the clock. He wasn't going anywhere. His jacket was thin for the cold June they were having. He had on a rumpled maroon tie, gray slacks, and like some of the newsguys, a fedora shoved back on his head. His shock of curly hair fell over his forehead and grew down on his neck. It was eight weeks since his last haircut.
Chain-smoking at the bar, Eddie gaped with religious awe at the bright-lit altar of bottles. Whisky in jewel colors. He thought of asking the barman for more credit, picturing an amber glassful before him like a lovely elixir of oblivion. He needed a drink and yearned for a girl. Just one girl. Bonnie. She�d crushed his heart. She'd left him for a guy with more money, more paunch and a lot less hair than Eddie, and this old dude was twice Bonnie�s age. More than anything, Eddie Kromer needed a job. His prospects selling Funk and Wagnalls encyclopedias door to door did not shine bright as a way of winning back Bonnie�s attention.
Bonnie was a traveling stenographer on the luxurious 20th Century Limited. She took dictation for rich moguls on the coast-to-coast run. This one money-czar was now taking up her time, and Bonnie made that clear to Eddie.
Eddie moped. When the next 20th Century came in, he'd go look for Bonnie as she stepped off the train with her steno pad, prettier than any movie star. He�d reason with her. He was edgy. With the buzz of talk, the Newsreel Cocktail Lounge had the feel of suspended action, of something waiting to fall and break and define the situation.
That was when the girl walked in. A lot of heads turned to appraise the newcomer and Eddie's head swiveled too.
She was young, between a waif and a voluptuous waking dream. A stunner. A beautiful madonna in little French heels with chartreuse stockings. Tousled bobbed hair the color of ros� wine. She wore a trim black suit, the plunging throat showing off a curve of creamy bosom. She parked the valise on a corner chair. She sat beside it, unbuttoning and peeling off her long chartreuse three-button gloves, pinching the fingertips, drawing finger by finger in a leisurely striptease that had every man's eyes riveted as she bared her tapered white hands.
Rayette looked over the men at the bar for the one who'd suit her. She went over to join Eddie, not taking a barstool but standing close to his side. She beamed him a touching smile that got right to him. He let himself breathe her smell, flowery jasmine mixed with girl-sweat.
Eddie said, �Hi,� and fell right into those gray velvet eyes, soft as the fur of a Persian feline the color of locomotive smoke.
�I could use a drink,� said the girl, ever so faintly.
�This is the place,� said Eddie. �What can I get you?�
�A double Cutty Sark,� she breathed, her voice trailing into sweet melancholy. �On three or four rocks.�
Before gentlemanly Eddie could ask the barman for credit the girl smiled at him.
�I�ve got money,� she said in the breathy voice of a little girl playing at being a big girl, and pulled a couple of dollars from a tiny bulging green change-purse. Enough for two drinks. The barman set a brimming glass for her on a cocktail napkin with a movie-projector logo. And a drink for Eddie.
Flummoxed, Eddie introduced himself.
�How do you do, Eddie,� said Rayette. �I�m Madelyn Burns.�
�Hello, Madelyn.�
�I�d like it if you joined me,� she said innocently. �It�s a little confusing here.� Her lips were full, a glossy pink and turned down with sadness. �Why don�t you bring your drink over, Eddie, and share my table?�
�Sure,� he said, not because it meant anything, but she seemed to need protection, and seemed to be from some very small town. If he was surprised he wasn�t showing it, and carried both drinks to the corner table where she�d left the black lizard bag and the valise. The long green gloves lay discarded on the table, as if this weren�t New York where you never took your eye off your valuables.
�You got to be careful of your things in the big city,� Eddie said. He would have added, You look like you need somebody taking care of you. But he held back on this, which he judged too personal.
From there on, they hit it off. They traded a lot of talk, how he'd had a run of bad luck, and she said she had too. They smoked, drank, exchanged details. So many details were similar. Wasn't that a coincidence? Inevitably, they got to know each other well.
Gratified, maybe surprised that she welcomed him so readily, Eddie realized he was used to thinking of himself as a gentlemanly nice-guy and so her friendliness did not seem hard to believe.
�You know what?� said Rayette. �Let�s see a movie. Wouldn't it be fun?�
�Well, sure, great idea.� And Eddie thought that in the dark Newsreel Theatre he might hold her hand or even get his arm around her. They found two plushy seats way in the back row. They gazed at the screen with the luminous clock overhead for passengers catching a train, which neither of them was.
The next newsreel brought gasps from the audience. Platinum-blond bombshell Jean Harlow was dead of uremic or maybe platinum poisoning. Shots were shown of Clark Gable in a lip-clinch with Jean looking platinum as hell.
Eddie slipped an arm around his movie date, and they sat entwined in the dark. Eddie was surprised at what a nice girl Madelyn was to him. Eddie Kromer kissed her on the mouth, which was sweet as juicy fruit, and she was taking hold of him in one of her silky paws in a moment that granted him a supreme ecstasy such as he could compare to nothing,
�Cigarette?� she whispered. �Here, have one of mine. They�re imported.� She offered her pack from the lizard satchel. He lit hers, and one for himself. Amazing aroma. Fragrant. He inhaled deeply, and at the same time uttered a choking gasp, which could have sounded like a passionate seizure of bliss at being clutched in a longed-for embrace. No one heard his horrible throttled gagging since Eddie and Rayette were way in back and the audience was still moaning about poor Jean Harlow.
There are poisons easy to apply. Fast killers. A strong solution of prussic acid could be pressed to the mouth and nose and the inhalation prove fatal. An inhaled cigarette infused and saturated with prussic acid, also known as hydrocyanic acid, caused instantaneous death. Rayette knew this was the quickest of poisons, and had heard it left no traces. She had solved Eddie's unemployment troubles for good.
�Honey,� Rayette murmured. �I�m going out to the Ladies.� With a tender hand, she slipped the claim check for the man's travel bag in Eddie�s breast pocket. Eddie Kromer neither felt nor heard a thing, since he was already slumped in death. On the screen, the next newsreel showed Amelia Earhart climbing into her twin-engine Lockheed Electra with co-pilot Fred. The voice-of-God reported her lost, maybe around New Guinea.
It wasn�t until the New York City Police came into the Theatre that they found Eddie with an arm draped on the valise with the strap around it, and by now the valise began to leak. Four men in blue grabbed the young man apparently dozing in the Theatre's back row. They roughly shook him. Yanking the valise from him, a cop snapped, �We�ll take that, buddy, and we have some questions for you.�
Eddie Kromer, 28, wasn't taking questions and he wasn�t waking up. In the breast pocket of his good jacket, the police found a baggage claim that they quickly matched up with the travel kit in the checkroom. The kit contained a.32 pistol and a bill of sale for one oak casket. That casket had been retrieved from behind a pile of crates out in the rain near Vanderbilt Avenue. It held the bodies of a man and a woman, both dead of gunshot wounds to the head and chest. The hands had been cut off, and were found in the leaking valise. Everything fit, but the killers had overlooked one thing. A thin gold ankle bracelet on the female corpse was engraved: Madelyn Burns.
�Christ in a manhole,� muttered one of the cops. �This is something big, and we got the guy who did it.�
�I don�t know,� said his partner, who had a tough baby-face and stubborn dimpled chin. �It looks to me like we got a whole new bunch of questions.�
Satisfied she�d got what she wanted, Rayette Debs looked less waiflike in the mirror of her paid toilet stall. In her final trip to the Ladies, she pulled off the ros� wine wig and stuffed it in the lizard satchel with her other props. Together with the cash and jewels. She decided she�d earned them getting those two losers off the hook, and she was already tired of Jaxon. She didn't think she�d ever be seen in Grand Central again.
She walked out across Vanderbilt Avenue and Madison, over to Fifth, and on through the rain-driven streets until she reached Sixth Avenue. She raised her dainty umbrella and a gloved hand. Before long a taxi stopped. The driver glanced without interest at the girl with cropped black hair.
Rayette got in. The two brothers would be waiting for her at the ferry landing in Jersey City. They expected she'd be on the Christopher Street Ferry. Rayette had other plans.
�Newark Airfield.�
The cabbie grunted, noting his fare's strange gray eyes. They reminded him of a snarly gray cat. Or the dirty roiled-up Hudson River. Then he drove through the tunnel and forgot her looks.
In her lizard bag Rayette had a timetable for the Pan American flights to Florida. In a few hours she'd board the flying boat called the American Clipper. By early morning the plane would circle down for a landing on Dinner Key near the Miami Guard Station. The passengers would applaud and sing �A Happy Landing.� They always did. One passenger wouldn�t trouble herself with clapping. She�d smile.

Mary Mulligan � by Jen Conley

MARY MULLIGAN, NINETEEN, walked confidently through the station halls, her strappy black one-inch heels clicking, her small beaded pocket book on her wrist, her skirt just below the knee in the latest fashion. She was meeting Mr. Gilbert, or Harvey, as she called him, for a late supper at the Oyster Bar. He lived in Connecticut but worked on Sixth Avenue, and sometimes, after he left her room on 13th Street, he offered to meet her later for a meal before he caught the train home.
She touched her short light brown hair with her gloved hand, ignoring the leers from the suited men as they passed by. Usually she�d smile at them (men were like trains: there was always another one coming and she had to keep her opportunities open) but she was on a mission. Mary, with her tiny waist, fair skin, and bright blue eyes, was beautiful enough to be an actress, although Dick Grasso, the stage manager she auditioned for a week earlier, told her she didn�t have the skills to make it in theater, never mind the pictures. �You can�t dance, you can�t sing, and you can�t act.� This wasn�t true � maybe her dancing skills were weak but she could sing and she could definitely act. Sometimes Mary dreamed of going to California but she never had enough money.
Making her way across the concourse, her heels clicking, faintly echoing in the great marble station, Mary felt her stomach grumble. She�d paid the landlord but it had left her with nothing else. That afternoon, Harvey had forgotten to leave her cash and the only thing she had eaten was a buttered roll for breakfast.
She stepped into the ladies� room and powdered her nose in front of the mirror. She applied red color to her lips, lipstick she�d lifted from Woolworth�s, and patted her cheeks. Afterward, Mary stood against the wall in the Main Concourse, waiting, salivating as she watched a nearby child eat a sandwich. She was so famished, weak, dying for anything to eat. She�d never been to the Oyster Bar, and she wasn�t sure she would like oysters, but at this point, she�d devour anything.
A man stood near her reading a newspaper and she caught the word �Roosevelt,� but he folded the paper and walked away. Mary could read because the nuns who ran the orphanage had made sure of it. �If you can�t read, what good will you be?� Mary had been lonely in the orphanage. Throughout her childhood, she often dreamed a long-lost relative would come rescue her, but one never did. The Home, as the orphanage was sometimes called, wasn�t a terrible place, though. At least there was always something to eat. The sisters had even taught the girls how to grow and tend a garden in the plot behind the Home�s building. �So you�ll never go hungry,� they said. The nuns hovered over the girls like large birds, constantly dropping life advice: eat vegetables every day; drink milk; stay away from booze; wash regularly. �You�re never too poor for soap,� the nuns said.
When Mary finally saw Harvey, her skin tightened because she realized he was drunk. He stumbled down the marble steps of the station, his suit and tie disheveled. Mary did not like drunk men, even though lately it seemed they were all drunk. But Harvey had money and it was amazing what a girl will put up with for a few dollars.
�Mary, Mary, quite contrary!� he called, causing people to turn their heads. Harvey was a balding man, very tall, and in his thirties. When he reached Mary, he fell against her. She pushed him away and straightened her skirt.
�I�m hungry, Harvey.�
He rocked forward and nuzzled into her neck. �Mmmm.�
Mary pushed him off again and stomped her foot. �Harvey, please!�
�Now, now,� he said, chuckling, blinking his eyes at her. �All in good time.�
�I�ve had nothing to eat all day. You didn�t leave me no money.�
�That�s why I�m taking you home,� Harvey said. �We�re going to have a late supper in town.�
�Where�s your wife?�
�Boston!� Harvey cheered and then grinned. �With her dear mother.�
Mary sighed, glanced around the great marble station, at the tall windows. �How long is the train ride?�
�Thirty minutes. There�s a lovely place in town and then you can stay overnight.� He pinched her behind.
Mary jumped back and caught the eyes of a well-dressed woman walking by, staring disapprovingly at them. �Harvey. We�re in public!� Mary said.
Harvey laughed. �Public schmublic!� He took her hand and kissed it extravagantly. �Let us depart, my beauty. Let us leave this Titanic. Sail for calm seas.�
Mary rolled her eyes. He was such a lush, absolutely intolerable when he was drinking. Last week, he�d come to her room three sheets to the wind, and he kept throwing her over his knees so he could spank her. He got her good, too, because a couple of purple and gray bruises flowered up on her behind that night. No, Mary did not want to go to the country with Harvey, or to wherever he lived. She wanted to go to the Oyster Bar. Unfortunately, Harvey was so drunk, surely the maitre d� would not admit them.
She stared up at Harvey, at his reddened cheeks, his dark five o�clock shadow, and an idea suddenly sparked in her mind: she�d go with him, he�d sober up on the train, take her to supper, they�d go to his house and when he passed out, she�d take his money and anything else worth having. That should keep the rent paid for the next month.
Mary brushed her skirt with her gloved hands and agreed to accompany him. �You have to buy me a ticket because I got no money.�
�With pleasure,� he said, holding out his arm so she could hook hers through his. When they began walking, he stumbled a bit and she had to catch him. �Whoops a daisy!� he slurred.

* * *

The ride lasted an hour and when they arrived at his town in Connecticut, the platform was deserted. During the ride, Harvey had pulled out a flask and drank from it, and then, right before they arrived at the station, he had passed out in his seat. It took both Mary and the conductor to get him off the train.
Harvey led the way to the road and in the moonlight, the two walked, Harvey stumbling here and there.
�Where�s the restaurant?� Mary asked, her feet sore in her strappy pumps. Like the platform, the road was deserted, and there was no town or building in sight.
�Around the bend,� he muttered.
She could see no bend and they walked for ten minutes before they came upon a large house. �Home,� Harvey said.
Mary�s stomach grumbled. �You were supposed to take me to supper.�
Harvey laughed and blessed himself. �Forgive me, sister. For I have told a lie.�
Mary stopped and unhooked her arm from his. �I�m very hungry.�
�I�ll make you steak. Step into my castle, my lady.� He bowed and waved his arm.
The house was magnificent � Oriental rugs, Windsor chairs. The kitchen was large and as Harvey went to the parlor for a drink, Mary placed her pocket book on the counter, took off her gloves, and searched for something to eat. There was no meat, no steak, or anything to make a proper dinner, but there was bread in the breadbox, eggs on the counter, and a half-eaten chocolate cake under a glass dome on the kitchen table. She located a pan and a bowl in the cupboards and quickly went to work preparing herself French toast. There was even cinnamon and sugar and within minutes, Mary had made herself a meal. She sat at the table, eating, all while eyeing the chocolate cake. As a child she�d only seen chocolate cake in a bakery window. She�d never had a piece until the year before, when Mr. Parker gave her a slice after he took her to his apartment. Mary liked cake, especially chocolate, and when she was done with the French toast, she found a cleaver, lifted up the glass dome, and hacked off a slice.
She was thirsty and poured the rest of the milk into a large glass and drank it. She did not clean up after herself � just left it for Mrs. Gilbert or her maid to take care of, if there was a maid. Most likely there was.
Afterward, Mary wandered through the large rooms with their draped gossamer curtains and porcelain lamps. She eventually went upstairs where she found Harvey, still dressed in his suit and tie, asleep in his wide bed. A clock sat on the night table and the time read 12:15. Beautiful glass doors faced the road and when Mary opened them, they led onto a small balcony with a low railing, something she hadn�t noticed when they arrived. She stood in the chilly air, the full moon shining down on her, glowing like a stage light. She blew kisses to an imaginary audience, curtsied, smiled, posed, blew more kisses, and then returned inside. She studied Harvey, splayed on the bed, and rolled her eyes. She fetched her purse from downstairs and returned to the bedroom.
Mary ruffled through Harvey�s pockets and found thirty-five dollars, a windfall considering her rent was $4.00 a week. �Good boy,� she muttered, taking the cash. Then she went through his dresser drawers, locating another five dollars. Mrs. Gilbert�s jewelry box was on the bureau, and out of curiosity, Mary perused it. She found a pearl necklace and held it up to her throat. She tried on the garnet ring and the Egyptian bangle. Mary glanced at Harvey on the bed and guilt overcame her. She didn�t want to take Mrs. Gilbert�s things. The poor woman was married to a schmuck � having nice jewelry was probably the only good thing about being tied to Harvey Gilbert. But Mary did find a silver hatpin with a lady sitting on the moon and because it was so pretty, she took it, sticking it in her beaded pocket book. She opened a drawer and found two tubes of lipstick: a coral color and another red. She leaned toward the mirror and applied the coral. It looked nice.
She returned downstairs and searched the drawers and cupboards in the kitchen. She found $1.26 in a jar.
The time was 12:45. Mary knew there were no trains back to the city at this time of night � earlier she�d asked the conductor � but there would be at dawn. She decided to have another slice of chocolate cake.

* * *

The noise of clinking glass woke her. She had drifted off in the parlor on the sofa, her pocket book in her hands. Harvey was in the corner of the room, near the sideboard, pouring himself a drink. A small clock sat on the fireplace and it read 4:10.
�Dollface, wakey wakey,� he said. �I need you.�
Mary sighed and closed her eyes, shifted and faced the back of the sofa, her pocket book tucked safely against her stomach. She was not interested in what he had in mind. �I�m sleepy, Harvey.�
She heard his footfalls and felt the cushion sinking underneath her body as he sat down. Booze permeated the air like a factory stink. He put his hand on her behind and caressed it. �Now, now,� he said softly. �Upstairs, my beauty.�
�Leave me alone, Harvey.�
She felt him get up from the sofa and she let out a breath of relief. But then he slapped her on her backside. �Get up!�
Mary twisted around and shot up. �Harvey, there�s no slapping! I told you that.�
�Haha! Playing hard to get!� He grabbed her and she pushed him away.
They stood looking at each other and he winked. �Come on, dear. Please.�
Mary thought quickly � she had all that money in her pocket book. Her best bet was to get out of the house. �Harvey, go up and I�ll be right there. I just want to freshen up.�
A smile crawled on his face and he cocked his head. �Very good.� He turned and made his way up the staircase.
When he was safely upstairs, Mary pulled off her strappy heels and tiptoed to the front door. With her shoes and pocket book in one hand, the other hand on the door knob, she quietly opened the door. Then she took a breath and made a run for it.
�Hahaha!� Mary heard Harvey laugh as she raced across the yard, the dewy grass making it slippery. She looked behind her, stopped, and there, in the moonlight, Harvey was standing on the balcony in his white skivvies and dress shirt unbuttoned. Harvey held something in the air that jangled. �I have a car and I�m gonna come get you!�
She hadn�t seen a car but there could be a garage in the back of the house. All the same, it was best to believe him, and she turned and started to run across the yard. However, when she reached the road, the rough terrain hurt her bare feet and she had to take a moment to put her heels back on.
Harvey was still on the balcony, his hand in the air with the keys, his other hand holding a liquor bottle. He was so tall, the railing reached below his knees. He took a drink. �Where are you going, peach pie?� he called into the night. �Mary, Mary, you got a job to do!� He thrust himself forward, back, forward. �Get back here, Mary!� Harvey rocked harder � thrusting, hooting, hollering, climaxing: �Mary! Mary! Mary!� And then suddenly, on the final thrust, he lost his balance and just tumbled over the balcony. Mary watched him flop to the ground.
She stood still, listening for a moan, a reaction, but there was none. She thought about walking across the grass and checking on him, but decided against it. He could be pretending. Mr. Parker used to pretend he�d had a heart attack and when she would check on him, he would holler like a bear, grab her with both arms, and tackle her down.
Mary got the second shoe on her foot and began to run down the road the best she could in her heels, checking behind her for Mr. Gilbert. But he never came.

* * *

She had to wait on the platform for another hour and a half, the chilly air putting goose bumps on her skin until it was light. She worried that a squad car might pull up but one never did. Eventually, men in their suits and black hats arrived and they stood with her waiting for the train. When the train came, Mary sat in a seat and paid the conductor for her ticket with Harvey�s money. She wondered if Harvey was dead. She worried about fingerprints in the kitchen. Not that she�d ever been caught stealing and been brought to jail, or had ever been in trouble. The cops didn�t even know she existed, she told herself, and most likely she had nothing to worry about.
An hour later, Mary was walking through Grand Central, her gloves on her hands, Harvey�s money and Mrs. Gilbert�s hatpin in her pocketbook. When they found Harvey, and if he was dead, there would be men that would say they saw a woman with light brown hair and strappy heels at the station that morning. Mary realized she would have to dye her hair. She had the cash to do it.
Red, she figured. Apple red.
She walked out to 42nd Street and because she had Harvey�s money, she took a cab back to 13th.
Mary realized that if Harvey wasn�t dead, he knew where she lived and he�d come after her.
Damn. She�d have to move, too.

Spice � by Seamus Scanlon

IN THE EARLY GREY GALWAY DAWN my brother Rob waited outside for me in his black Opel Vectra. He was driving me to Shannon Airport for my flight to New York. I lived half the year on the fifth floor of a walkup in the war zone of 186thStreet and St. Nicholas in Washington Heights. Outside in DR Land music (so called), i.e., merengue burst out of cars, apartments, bodegas, hair salons, bakeries and El Pollo Toxicado outlets. DR women burst out of nail salons and their tight-fitting tops. The other half of the year I lived in Galway, Ireland, home of Nora Barnacle, Lord Haw Haw and the Great Fire of Galway (see below). If I was needed for special jobs during my six months in Galway I flew back to the U.S. I hated the killing July sun in NY but sometimes you have to make sacrifices.
Rob had the driver�s window rolled down. He was blowing cigarette smoke from a Woodbine out into the quite crisp air. The car was pitted with rust and stains. His face was rutted with acne scars and knife cuts. I had perfect skin. Under the hood I needed some work. Ma was framed in the doorway as I sat in. She waved. We did not wave back. Our family foreshore was as bobby trapped as Omaha Beach. Psychic and emotional corpses floated facedown in the shallows.
Rob stared after every Shell Oil truck that we passed until their red taillights faded in the pale light. He was a menace on the roads. Not to mention around inflammable materials (coming). As we drove into Shannon Airport he examined the squat ugly oil storage tanks on the periphery of the runways. Once I checked-in he watched the fuel trucks pumping gas through fat fast hoses into the planes deep hidden places. He was a pyromaniac with exhibitionist tendencies. He started the great fire of Galway when he was twelve. He was a bit precocious. It lasted for five days and five nights � destroying timber yards, coal silos, turf stacks, the railway station, shops, pubs, cafes, garages and the Galway Family Planning Clinic (divine intervention proclaimed the Galway Christian Family Army). Tramps had to run for cover. It was their first cardiovascular exercise in decades so some of them had heart attacks and strokes and perished and were consumed. Their tissue alcohol levels meant they were perfect pyre material.
The firestorm stopped just short of the Galway Great Southern Hotel and just in time so that the annual weeklong Galway Racing Festival could go ahead. Otherwise there would have been trouble. Black smoke hung over the town for weeks. Petrol and diesel that had seeped into the soil for decades burned away underground � slow and long.
All the neighbors in Mervue knew Rob did it but kept it to themselves. Mervue was an open prison and no one liked the Gardai. They never found out. They were as thick as the medieval Old Walls of Galway that Rob�s torching had uncovered. TheGalway Archeological Review mentioned this as a very positive outcome of the Great Fire of Galway. Academics! During Race Week the Gardai had to deal with the annual invasion of 6,000 hooligans (Northerners, Dublin Jackeens, pickpockets, shop lifters, gamblers and three card trick hustlers) as well as 20,000 race goers from all over Ireland. It was easier for them to manage this influx than conduct a full-scale forensic arson investigation. Also they could not be arsed basically, races or no. They were hardwired lethargy-wise.
The Russians used Shannon Airport, which lies on the edge of the Western Atlantic, to refuel planes on flights between Russia and Cuba. Che Guevara had a pint of Guinness in Shannon Airport once while an Aeroflot transport plane (also know as a Flying Coffin) waited on the tarmac for a spare part from Mother Russia. Some Cubans and Russians defected during other stopovers. Che Guevara was probably sorry he hadn�t. He could have ended up in a Corporation house in Dublin where his guerilla acumen would have come in handy.
Mother Ireland wants to erect a statue to Che (as we now call him) in Galway. We will claim anyone. We already erected one to Christopher Columbus who allegedly stayed in Galway over night before he sailed for America. And the rest is history � yes Galway is now the B&B capital of the world.
I had to jerk my black hold-all free from Rob when we got to the departure gate. He was mesmerized by the smell of jet fuel vapors.
Rob � fuck off home!
He nodded, turned abruptly and left me there. Brotherly love.
The plane I was catching was a Jordanian Airways jumbo jet from Amman on a stopover. None of those passengers ever jumped ship. Too rainy. Too windy. Too blustery. And no sand. Except the grey coarse Irish variety blowing inland from various desolate inlets. It was like a Bedouin camp as I made my way down through the cabin looking for my seat, stepping over kids and adolescents sprawled on the floor. Old men and women with creased faces � desert effigies � sat huddled, talking in harsh guttural accents like my grandparents speaking rapid fire Irish. I could never understand them either. Their voices cascaded over me. I drifted off. Reverie was my middle name.
I woke when we touched down seven pitta hours later.
I got into the back of a yellow cab.
The driver turned around � where to Gringo?
What a jokester! He was from Haiti. He shouted pigeon English and French into a cell phone. He had a transistor radio, hanging from the rear view mirror, blasting in his ear. He was smoking a thin cigarillo. He had a tribal cut on his cheek. He was as black as the toxic smoke plumes over Galway during the great fire. I had go to Poughkeepsie first before I could relax in the war zone of 186th and St. Nicholas. The Haitians and Dominicans did not really gel except napalm-ingredient wise so I was glad the driver did not have to take me there. He was labile enough already.
Grand Central � pronto!!
He didn�t like that I can tell you.
He drove like a maniac. Or a typical Irish driver back home. The breeze through the open window soon dissipated my jet lag. African rhythms rolled like war drums from the transistor that rocked back and forth on its thin strap as we raced past other cabs and ordinary decent drivers. The acceleration force pushed me back into the seat. When he passed a car he did a handgun shooting gesture out the open window. I had a Metro North timetable out trying to estimate what train I would get. It was hard to follow the small print with the swaying motion so I gave up in the end. It was possible we might not even get to Grand Central alive anyway.
We did though. He pulled up with a screech of brakes. I got out quickly in case he rushed off again. He was a perpetual motion machine. I put my hold-all down. I paid. I gave him a tip.
Brilliant driving. Here is an extra ten dollars for not killing us.
Fuck you cracker, he said.
He did the hand shooting gesture at me as he roared off. I picked up the black bomb-bag as Ma used to call it. It was handmade in the Galway Leather Shop in Prospect Hill. She used it for carrying groceries from town on a Saturday. She watched every news program on Northern Ireland and knew what a bomb-bag looked like.
I walked in and checked the departure board. I had plenty of time. I saw that the next train to Poughkeepsie was 4:55. I had 30 minutes. I walked up. I walked down. I walked around. House of Pain wise. For once the American tendency to exaggerate was justified. Grand in name. Grand in nature.
I noticed a tall Dominican woman in a Brooks Brothers tailored suit � so she lacked the breast breaking out tendency rampant in Washington Heights. She was arguing desultory with a heavy set Dominican man of approximately 200 pounds who was dressed in a Hugo Boss suit that was creased, I guessed, from lounging about waiting for his next assignment. He had minder/thug written all over him. Especially on his nose which had been broken a few times. But she was the real boss.
They were sitting near me in Caf� Spice at Table 32. I could not hear the conversation. Burst ear drum from jumping off rocks at Callow Lake. The guy was going on at length about something. She looked over. She did the eye-to-heaven move and smirked over at me. I nodded (the Galway bear hug). He did not notice. He kept talking. Eventually I walked over.
Is this guy bothering you? I asked her. She looked at me. She looked at the bomb-bag. She looked over at the minder. He was on his feet by now.
Fuck off, fucko � mind your own business.
Fuck off, fucko � I like that one. I might use it.
She laughed. He frowned.
He did the finger jabbing thing. At my chest.
Get away from us.
He looked like he was going to take a swing.
Shaun � hold it! she said.
Thanks for your concern but I am perfectly fine. Shaun here can be a bit impetuous at times. Just like yourself at the moment actually.
Okay � if you say so.
I nodded. I stared at Shaun. We stared at each other. Love is a battlefield.
I said to her you are beautiful. You should not be smoking. It will destroy your fine skin. It will cause capillaries to break through the surface. Then Shaun will drop you.
She laughed.
Shaun will drop YOU actually if you are not careful. Thanks for the compliment and the Government Health Warning. I will think it over.
I nodded (what else?) and wandered off to catch my train. I took a window seat. I opened the Irish Echo so I could find out what was happening in Woodlawn and the rest of New York Irish America Land where I sometimes did jobs. Peter McDermott was covering 20 stories as usual. He was the paper. When the train pulled out I put down the Echo.
I always liked travelling on the Hudson Line. It soothed me. It moved me. First the black tunnel then the projects and storefront churches of East Harlem and then the 125th Street stop. Then the views of the Hudson wide and deep. Like an Irish grudge. Barges moved slowly upstream against the current. Across the river the New Jersey Palisades shimmered for me.
I looked up when I heard familiar voices and saw the beautiful couple walking down the aisle. They were headed to the dining car. She spotted me as they walked past. She winked and did a discreet follow-me gesture. Shaun did not notice. Great minder.
It was hard to leave the view of the slow deep Hudson but it was easy to follow her sinuous flow to the dining car. I sat as close to them as I could. When she spotted me she smirked. She was good at smirking. Smirking was her middle name. And smoking. They were studying menus. Then they ordered. The food arrived � pizza for Shaun, salad for her. A silver tea service was set on the table in front of them.
She beckoned me over. Shaun looked up. He frowned. He put down the pizza. I knew it was serious when he abandoned his food. I was wary.
Are you following me? she said.
No actually � sorry to disappoint! That�s Irish humor by the way.
I am tr�s d�sol�. That�s French by the way.
Quelle surprise. That�s French plus irony.
Okay I got it I got it! Are you travelling to the end of the line?
Always!
She laughed. I could see her epiglottis. I could see her wet tonsils. They were pink. They were beautiful.
Buzz off bozo Shaun days.
Buzz off bozo � fuck off, fucko � you are into alliteration, Shaun-o.
Do you have an idea who this is? Shaun said pointing at the woman.
Not yet. Perhaps you can introduce me?
She�s Martin Laffey�s girl.
Interesting, I thought.
She�s a woman actually. Not a girl. You�re a girl�s blouse.
Harold got up swinging � I sidestepped it. I hit him on the side of the head with the silver teapot. He did not see it coming. I yanked his tie down as hard as I could. Ties are a liability. His head smashed off the table�s edge. He crumpled. More creases for the suit. The woman moved back to avoid any spilt tea.
I bet that smarts in the morning she said.
Unlike himself, I said.
She laughed.
She kissed me. It was spicy.
You better go before he comes around. Here is my card. Call me. I am staying at the Majestic in Poughkeepsie. I have a suite. You are sweet. Make sure you come and seed me. See me I mean. I love upper cuts. With teapots. I love Irish accents.
I am in luck, so!
She laughed.
The last stop was coming up unlike Shaun whose eyes were closed tight. He was dreaming black night. His pizza was getting cold.
I nodded at her. I walked away.
Outside I hailed a cab. This time the driver was a white guy with emphysema. Great! The cab smelt like a mobile cancer ward. Terminal end. I preferred the Haitian headhunter. I cranked open the windows. The guy�s lungs must be blacker than black I thought.
The AC won�t work with the windows open.
Yeah � but my fucken lungs might, so let�s go.
He muttered under his breath. He drove off.
I blocked out the cigarette smell.
I thought of the woman�s deep laugh � her pale pink epiglottis � tendrils of silver saliva laced with Latin spices. I might get to like Dominicans yet. Or at least one. I tried to focus on my meeting in central Poughkeepsie with my newest client, Martin Laffey.
I foresaw some tank traps on the foreshore.

Grand Central: Terminal � by Terrence P. McCauley

JAMES HICKS HADN�T PLANNED ON KILLING ANYONE THAT MORNING.
In fact, his schedule was pretty light. Other than his daily check-in with his operatives, the only thing on his calendar was to blackmail a new asset into working for the University. Some finance geek who hadn�t covered his embezzlement as well as he�d thought. Bad luck for him. Good luck for Hicks. The man would either agree to work for Hicks or evidence of his greed would be sent to the client from whom he�d stolen: a nasty warlord in Eastern Europe with a penchant for dismemberment.
Hicks checked his watch when he reached the corner of 45th and Lexington. He�d been trained to be early for his appointments and he was early now. Lateness led to sloppiness and sloppiness got you killed. James Hicks had been in this line of work for a long time and planned on being in it much longer.
The meeting was scheduled to take place at the would-be asset�s office in the MetLife building on Park Avenue, just behind Grand Central Terminal. Plenty of time for Hicks to grab a cup of coffee at a place called Joe�s in the terminal before he ruined yet another man�s life.
He went through the lobby of the MetLife building and rode the escalator down to the main concourse of the terminal. There were plenty of other coffee places in midtown, but Hicks liked Joe�s strong, flavorful brew.
He liked the terminal even more than he liked Joe�s coffee and went there whenever he could. He loved the energy of the place. The hurried people. The connectivity between trains and subways and the buses and cabs outside. Tourists taking pictures of the old building; gawking up at the grandeur of the place while the cops and the people who worked there went about their business.
The agency known as the University had stationed Hicks in New York so long ago, he couldn�t remember living anywhere else, though he�d been posted in several places all over the world. He loved how New York purified old wounds through its energetic indifference to the problems of its citizens. The flow of traffic on busy streets offered instant absolution of past sins because everyone was too busy to care about what you�d done right or what you�d done wrong. The whole city lived in the present with a healthy contempt for the past and a guarded view of the future.
It was James Hicks�s kind of town.
Grand Central reminded him of why he still did this kind of work. It reminded him of the importance of it and such reminders kept him alive.
Hicks got off the escalator and entered the stream of people heading toward the Lexington Avenue entrance when he spotted the man who would ruin the rest of his day.
The man who might make his career.
There was nothing particularly remarkable about the man in question. He was neither good looking nor tall, well dressed nor shabby. He was just another unremarkable man of medium complexion and appearance, not all that different than the thousands of other people who pass through the terminal every single day.
People didn�t notice this man because they weren�t trained to spot him. But Hicks was. He knew this man was known by many names in many parts of the globe, but the one that stuck longest was Khan. He was one of the deadliest men alive and he was twenty feet away from him walking through Grand Central Terminal.
Hicks forgot all about coffee and his appointment in an hour and began following Khan. He noticed he was wearing a t-shirt and jeans, but wasn�t carrying a backpack or anything that might have a high-yield kill ratio. He was probably carrying a handgun, but that was to be expected.
Hicks had a.22 holstered in his waistband, but his most valuable weapon at that moment was his smartphone.
Khan�s common appearance had made it difficult for authorities all over the world to capture him. He could pass for Arab, Latin, Israeli, Italian, or any of the Baltic nations. The fact that he could easily slip into any of those languages made it even more difficult to spot him. He had no tattoos or particular habits that might trip him up and lead to his capture.
The only reason Hicks knew this man was Khan was because Hicks had seen him once. It had been five years ago when Hicks had been part of a team assigned to wipe out a terrorist cell in Kandahar. It was the kind of black bag op that didn�t make breaking news and no one made movies about. The kind of op that never officially happened. The kind of op men like Hicks spent their lives doing.
Hicks had been wounded in the assault, but saw one terrorist escape in the melee; clamoring up a concrete wall of the compound. Hicks�s gun had skidded just out of reach when he fell and the fleeing terrorist spotted him just as he�d reached the top of the wall.
He�d brought his AK-47 around and gauged the distance between them. Shooting the American would be worth it if he could kill him, but taking the shot could cost him his life if he missed. So the two men simply stared at each other � studying each other for what seemed like hours but, in reality was only seconds � until the ops team burst into the yard. By the time Hicks looked back to the top of the wall, the terrorist was gone, but his face was burned into his memory.
In the years following that night, he�d seen that face in intelligence bulletins from all over the world. He saw that face in the terminal now. Ahmed Khan.
He wondered why Khan hadn�t pulled the trigger. Hicks wondered if he himself would�ve taken the shot had his gun been closer. He thought he knew, but thinking and knowing were two different things.
Given Khan�s common appearance, Hicks knew he�d need official confirmation that this man was actually Khan before he killed him. Hence, the smartphone being his most important weapon at the moment.
Hicks walked quickly through the thick crowd, keeping his distance from Khan as he tried to get a decent enough angle to get at least a profile picture of the man. The terminal was always full of people taking pictures at all times of the day, so one more wouldn�t necessarily alert Khan.
But if Khan spotted him � and recognized him � the crowded train station could become a slaughterhouse.
Smartphone in hand, Hicks walked around a group of commuters trudging to work and made like he was taking a picture of the painted ceiling high above the concourse, but snapped a picture of Khan instead. If the terror leader knew his picture had been taken, he didn�t show it. Hicks watched Khan move well past him before he followed.
On the surface, Hicks�s device looked and acted like any other smartphone on the market. He could make calls, surf the web, even download popular apps.
But tapping on one particular app activated the personal camera on his phone, which quietly scanned his face and retina. Once his identity was proven, Hicks was prompted to enter another, longer passcode, which allowed him access to the most secure � and secret � wireless network in the world.
As he followed Khan, a simple screen opened on his phone offering a sparse menu of options. He selected �Identification,� which prompted him to select a file to upload. He selected the picture he�d just taken of Khan. It usually took the face-recognition software a minute or two before it identified a subject. Since Khan was one of the highest priority targets in the world, a section chief � maybe even the Dean himself � would be notified directly. Hicks would then receive one of three plain orders on his phone:
Cease and desist.
Investigate and report.
Terminate.
Hicks waited for one of these three orders to come in as he followed Khan down to the lower part of the terminal. He didn�t waste time trying to figure out where Khan was going or why. He just watched his target and waited for orders.
As soon as they got to the lower level, Hicks knew why Khan had gone there.
He went into the men�s room.
Hicks didn�t need to follow him in there because there was only one way in and one way out. Since they were underground, there were no windows or other doorways Khan could use to escape. Following him in there could only lead to disaster and Hicks needed to avoid trouble until his orders came through. He drifted over to one of the food vendors instead where he could keep an eye on the bathroom exit while blending in with the dozens of other people lining up to buy lunch.
He felt his phone buzz, but he didn�t check it right away. He didn�t want to miss Khan coming out of the bathroom. Besides, he knew the considerable resources of the University were probably already coming on line.
Hicks�s device had a GPS beacon that the University would use to pinpoint his position to within a foot of where he was standing, even here below ground. They knew exactly where he was standing at that moment and would figure out why he was there. A sweep team was probably already on their way to the terminal for any devices Khan may have planted. But Hicks doubted he�d planted anything because Khan wasn�t the type who liked to watch his own fireworks anymore. These days, he planned attacks, preferring to not get his hands dirty by carrying them out.
He watched Khan come out of the bathroom, patting his hands dry on the front of his t-shirt. It was nice to know that even terrorists washed their hands. He walked past Hicks and up the ramp that led back to the upper level and the street.
Hicks followed at a safe distance and stole a quick look at his device. The text message was as simple as he�d expected:
Target confirmed. Terminate immediately. Varsity en route.
�Varsity� was the University term for a back-up team that would support Hicks when he was ready to kill Khan and clean up right after. They�d be able to track his location
But he�d have to stay on Khan�s trail. He pocketed the phone and kept following Khan as he walked up the ramp and took a right. Hicks sped up to close the distance between them. He had to know if Khan was heading toward the subway, which would make it much harder to follow him, or if he was going out toward 42nd Street.
Hicks had done too much in his life to think his prayers would be answered by any god, but he prayed the bastard would stay on the street. It would be easier for the Varsity to close in if things started popping.
Khan walked past the subway entrance and went straight out on to 42nd Street instead, heading west.
Again, Hicks jogged to keep pace, not wanting to lose sight of a small, dark-complexioned man in a city filled with small dark-complexioned men.
He spotted Khan in the crowd of pedestrians heading west toward Fifth Avenue. He could relax a bit now because the University was tracking his position and direction. If they didn�t already have a visual of them via satellite, they soon would. Even if Khan killed him, it would be tougher for the terrorist to escape their notice.
A man like Khan knew all about agencies like the University and their tactics, so Hicks figured he wasn�t planning on pulling an attack today. But Khan was still a target of opportunity � an opportunity Hicks had every intention of taking.
He followed Khan on a meandering path uptown. He walked north along Vanderbilt, then cut back east to that wide boulevard that was Park Avenue, teeming with office workers from banks and other kinds of financial institutions.
The terrorist walked past them all without even stopping. Hicks blended in with the crowd where he could and drifted toward buildings when the crowd thinned out. Whenever Khan looked behind him, it was never in Hicks�s direction.
They continued on Park until 59th Street when Khan headed west toward Central Park. Once again, Hicks jogged to keep pace with him as he turned the corner, but crossed the street instead, like any other New Yorker trying to catch the light before it changed. Trailing Khan from across the street would make him easier to spot, but Hicks had to take that chance. He could�ve spotted Hicks when he looked behind him on Park, so he needed to change up the angle a bit.
On their current course, Hicks knew they may wind up in Central Park. It would be impossible to tail him through the park without getting spotted. If Khan went into the park, that�s where Hicks would kill him.
Khan surprised him by suddenly jaywalking across to Hicks�s side of the street. It was a typical move for any New Yorker, but he did it while Hicks was exposed in the middle of the sidewalk. He stopped short and quickly went through the revolving doors of an office building.
He didn�t bother to go into the lobby for fear of losing sight of Khan, so he went through the revolving doors in one complete circle. When he came out on the street, he spotted the reason why Khan hadn�t been worrying about anyone following him.
Two men stopped short in front of the building when they saw Hicks and poorly covered up by suddenly huddling up and lighting cigarettes. They were bigger than Khan, but had his same complexion and look.
It was a rookie mistake, one most people wouldn�t notice. But Hicks wasn�t most people.
He should�ve known that trailing Khan had been too easy. Now he knew why. And now he had to figure out how to eliminate three threats without getting a lot of innocent people killed.
Hicks kept Khan as his main objective and walked on as if he hadn�t seen the two clowns following him. He�d dust them easy enough when the time came. But he�d alert Khan in the process and probably take a bullet in the bargain. No one said his job was easy.
He spotted Khan through the crowd walking west along 59th Street. He followed him as he crossed Madison, then Fifth; past a knot of tourists gathered at the entrance as he walked into Central Park.
Hicks didn�t check to see if his followers had kept up. Doing so would�ve only tipped them off and forced a confrontation. Khan was now in the park. And that�s where all of this would end.
Hicks checked his phone as he jogged through traffic to beat the changing light and lurching car traffic on Fifth. No word from the Varsity, but he figured they�d be close.
He threaded his way through a knot of tourists at the entrance to Central Park. The crowd gave him enough cover to sneak a look behind him as he pulled the.22 from the holster on his belt. His followers had been caught in the middle of the street and were trying to get through the maze of cars and buses that had crammed the intersection when the light turned green. They wouldn�t be delayed long, but maybe just long enough.
He held the gun in his jacket pocket as he entered the park. A.22 wasn�t a large caliber gun, but it was good enough to do the job in the hands of someone like Hicks.
His training and experience kicked in. He felt the situation contracting now that he was on the ground of his choosing. A skilled assassin in front of him. Two gunners behind him.
Go Time.
Hicks spotted an ambulance without sirens or lights driving along a path closed to vehicular traffic. He knew there were usually several ambulances in the park at all times, but this one passed Khan and flashed its headlights at Hicks.
Varsity was on scene after all.
He eased the.22 as his pocket as he watched Khan finally slow his pace; eyeing the slowing ambulance as it rolled by.
And he turned just far enough to see Hicks standing in the middle of the path. Aiming a gun at him.
Khan froze for an instant, just like he�d frozen that night atop the wall.
Hicks fired four shots into Khan�s chest just as he reached under his t-shirt. All four rounds hit him in a tight pattern just left of center. The shots echoed like firecrackers in the vast openness of the park.
The two men behind Hicks opened fire as Khan fell back. Hicks turned as he dropped to one knee. The men had broken left and right off the path; firing wildly. Their shots sailed high and wide. Hicks didn�t have any cover, but neither did they.
Hicks aimed at the man on his left and fired once. A clean headshot. He aimed at the second man who was shooting as he back peddled. Hicks shot him twice: once in the throat, once in the head.
Hicks ejected the spent magazine and replaced it with a fresh one as he stood. The Varsity team were already out of the ambulance, guns on Khan as he approached the fallen assassin.
Hicks noticed there was no blood from the exit wounds. As he got closer, he could see the outline of a bulletproof vest beneath his t-shirt. The impact of four rounds to the chest had been enough to knock him down and would sting like hell, but the.22 lacked the power to punch through Kevlar.
Khan�s gun � a nine millimeter Glock � had skidded away from him as fell; just as Hicks�s gun had done that night in Kandahar. Khan was reaching for the weapon when Hicks�s foot pinned his hand to the jogging path.
�I counted.� Khan sneered up at him. �You�re empty.�
�I was,� Hicks smiled. �Fresh clip.�
The Varsity team, dressed in regulation EMS gear, quickly tucked away their weapons when they say Hicks had Khan covered. Two of them went back to the ambulance and wheeled out a stretcher.
The team leader � a woman with blue eyes and blonde ponytail � remained and picked up Khan�s gun. �You were supposed to terminate him, Hicks, not wound him.�
�I didn�t know he was wearing a vest. But at least now we can interrogate him.�
�That�s not what the Dean wanted and you know it. Finish him.�
Hicks tucked away his.22. �Don�t worry about the Dean. He�ll get over it.� He winked down at Khan. �But you won�t.�
One of the techs patted Khan down; discovering another gun on his ankle and a knife before zip-tying his hands and feet. Khan squirmed like a fish as they slammed him onto the stretcher and buckled him in tight.
The terrorist struggled against his restraints to get a good look at Hicks as they wheeled him toward the ambulance. �You bastard! I should�ve killed you when I had the chance!�
�No good deed goes unpunished.�
The Varsity members closed the back doors of the ambulance and Hicks watched it drive away. Just another ambulance in a city full of ambulances. Only this one held one of the most dangerous men in the world.
Hicks knew he�d be in a hell of a lot of trouble from the Dean for not finishing Khan. He�d told him several times to carry a handgun with bigger kick, but he�d always refused. He hoped bringing in one of the most wanted men in the world alive would count for something, but he doubted it. The Dean wasn�t a man who dealt with disappointment well.
It wouldn�t be the first reprimand he�d ever gotten and he doubted it would be the last. But he always got results and, in this game, that�s what counted.
Hicks checked his watch. He still had fifteen minutes to make his appointment with the future asset. Maybe he�d cancel. Maybe he wouldn�t. He�d already done enough good for one day.
He began walking south out of the park and blended back into the changing city where no one knew what he had just done for them. Nor did they care.
And thanks to people like James Hicks, they didn�t have to.
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