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The New Jersey State Prison is one of the oldest facilities of its type in the country, dating back to 1798.
It is a maximum security prison; if a convicted person is sent there, it means that the state has determined he has committed a serious and almost-always violent crime. Most of the inmates are not counting the days until they get out. If anything they are counting the years, and quite a few of them can’t count that high.
The guards did not notice anything unusual about that April day. Things seemed calm; no rumblings of unrest had been reported. It was a normal, quiet day, or at least as normal and quiet as an installation that houses more than fifteen hundred violent, incorrigible individuals can be.
To this day no one is sure what instigated the riot that began in the prison cafeteria and spilled out into the hallway. It seemed to come out of nowhere, to the point where it appeared preplanned. But no reason was ever discovered for it, and it lasted less than ten minutes before guards successfully broke it up.
In its wake, four people were dead and six others injured. Only seven people were charged with participating in the riot, two of them for murder. No one was ever identified as the instigator or planner. In all cases the newly convicted merely had more prison time added to sentences that already meant they were never getting out.
New Jersey outlawed the death penalty in 2007, so there was really nothing more that could be done to them. They in effect had a “stay in jail free” card.
Two of the dead were members of a gang controlled by Tony Giordano, the head of an organized crime family in Philadelphia. Those kinds of people would normally enjoy special status in the prison population and would not be in danger, for fear of retribution.
For that reason, the prison administration prepared for Giordano to seek revenge on those that killed his people.
He never did.



 
 
I don’t like eggnog, and I doubt that anybody really does.
It’s too thick and too sweet for my taste … like drinking melted chewing gum. I just tried some again anyway and found that sucking some of this batch through a straw requires either a serious pair of lungs or a hydraulic pump; it’s not nearly good enough to justify that amount of work.
But the reason I doubt that anyone really likes it is that it’s only popular at Christmas. Good food or drink should not require a holiday to justify consumption. As evidence I point to the fact that there’s no such thing as French Fry Day, or pizza season. Those foods are timeless.
I feel the same way about fruitcakes and candied yams; if you like them, eat them all year. Otherwise, I don’t want to hear about them.
Right now I am particularly focused on eggnog because I am currently doling it out. It’s Christmas party time at the Tara Foundation, the dog rescue group that I run with my friend Willie Miller and his wife, Sondra. It’s named after my golden retriever, who is so great she should have an entire planet named after her.
Sondra made the eggnog; she referred to it as “homemade.” Somehow things that are homemade are considered above criticism … they’re special and to be savored. Not sure why that is; I mean, what is the difference where the stove is?
If it’s made in a restaurant, is the heat different? Do the ingredients change? And what if the chef lives upstairs from the restaurant? Would that be considered homemade or not?
These are the kinds of things that run through my head; it’s not always easy being me.
Christmas is still three weeks away, or at least that’s how most people would view it. Most people are not my wife, Laurie Collins, who thinks that Christmas extends from Halloween to February 1. So in her eyes, we’re probably having this party a little late.
But I do like this event, the homemade eggnog notwithstanding. People who have adopted dogs from us come and bring their adoptees, and it’s nice seeing so many happy, barking faces. Knowing that each of these dogs has transferred from the misery of abandonment in shelters to loving homes never fails to cheer me up and even puts me in the holiday spirit.
My favorite guests, besides the dogs, are our foster families. These are people who have volunteered to welcome dogs into their homes while they are awaiting adoption. Not only do the dogs get to be treated royally, but it opens up space here at the foundation for us to bring in more.
Of course, sometimes there are what we call “foster failures,” which is when a dog is taken into a home temporarily, but the family finds they can’t give him/her up, and they wind up adopting. It’s a reason I could never foster a dog; the moment they walk through the door they become family.
I also like this event because of how our son, Ricky, responds to it. This year he has brought his best friend, Will Rubenstein, and they are having a fantastic time playing with all the dogs. There are few sounds I like better than Ricky’s laugh.
The party has about an hour to go when I get a phone call on my cell. I answer it with my customary, and quite clever, “Hello.”
“It’s Pete,” the caller says, and I immediately recognize the voice as that of Pete Stanton, the captain of the Homicide Division of Paterson PD. Pete’s also a good friend, meaning we can incessantly insult each other without either of us taking offense.
One of the good things about my friends is that we rarely talk on the phone, and absolutely never make small talk. If one of us calls, there’s a good reason for it, and we come to the point right away.
And in this case, that’s what Pete does. “I need you to come outside, Andy. Right now.”
I can hear some tension in his voice, or maybe it’s urgency. “What’s going on? Where are you?”
“I’m outside your building … waiting for you.”
“Why?”
“Andy, get your ass out here and I’ll explain.”
All things considered, it’s probably a good idea for me to get my ass out there. I call over Derek Moore, one of our best foster people, and ask him to take over the eggnog distribution. Derek is currently a double foster failure, and their names are Jake and Sasha.
Jake is a golden and Sasha is a dalmatian, and from the moment Derek saw them, I knew there was no chance he was ever giving them up.
I’m concerned about Pete’s weird request, so I go right outside. I immediately see that he is not alone: he has four officers with him and two squad cars. They are not here to adopt a dog.
“If you’re here for the eggnog, I can bring some out,” I say. “It would serve you right.”
“We’re here for Derek Moore,” Pete says. “Ask him to come outside, but don’t tell him why.”
“Tell me why.”
Pete hesitates, as if considering whether to answer the question. Finally, he says, “He’s being arrested for murder. You going to get him out here so this can be done quietly and easily, or do you want us to come in? I can guarantee it would put a damper on your party.”
“Who is he supposed to have killed?”
“Andy, make your decision.”
I have no idea what is going on, but there’s no upside to having Pete and the other cops come in. No matter what, Derek is going to be arrested. “Okay,” I say.
I go in and call out to Derek to come over. He puts down the eggnog ladle and walks to where I am, about twenty feet from the door. “What’s going on?” he asks.
“Come on outside. I want to show you something.”
He nods and follows me. If he’s expecting something unpleasant, he’s hiding it well. I’m feeling guilty, but this is only ending one way, regardless of my actions.
When we get through the door to the outside, for a moment I don’t see Pete or the other cops. That’s because they are standing on the two sides of the exit, but close in on us as soon as we are clear of the door.
Within seconds, Derek is in handcuffs, his face reflecting his bewilderment.
“I’m sorry,” I say. “But this was going to happen either out here or inside.”
“What’s happening?” he asks.
“You are being arrested for murder.”
“What?” he asks, though it’s a reflex; I know he heard me. “Andy, there’s been a terrible mistake. I—”
Pete interrupts by starting the Miranda warning, and the beginning of it just makes this whole thing stranger and stranger. “Robert Klaster, you have the right to remain silent.…”
Who the hell is Robert Klaster?



 
 
I tell Pete that at least for the moment I am representing Derek as his attorney, and Pete gives me a few moments to talk to him.
“Derek, they’re going to take you down to the precinct and book you. Then you’ll be taken to county jail. I will meet you there.”
“Andy, I have no idea what this is about. Did they tell you?”
“No, but we’ll find out everything soon enough. In the meantime, do not talk to anyone about anything without me present.”
“Okay.”
“Don’t talk about the weather, the NFL games, nothing.”
“I understand.”
“Why did Pete call you Robert Klaster?” I ask.
“That’s my real name.”
Before I can follow up, Pete and the officers come back. “Okay, time’s up. You know where he’ll be.”
As they start to take Derek, or maybe Robert, away, he turns back to me. “Andy, Jake and Sasha.” It comes across as a plea.
“I’ll take care of them.”
As I’m about to go back into the party, Laurie is coming out. She sees the cops climbing into their cars with Derek, or Robert, or whoever, being put into the backseat of one of them.
“Andy?” Laurie has the ability to ask full questions using just one word. In this case, “Andy” is a substitute for “What the hell is happening and why is Derek being taken into custody?”
I explain things to her as best I can, which is to say not very well at all. I really have no information to provide other than that he has been arrested for the murder of some unknown person, and that his name isn’t actually Derek.
“You need to get involved in this,” Laurie says. She is dumping this on me both because she likes Derek and because I am a criminal defense attorney. As an ex-cop, Laurie is one of my investigators, so she might play a role down the road.
Right now Derek needs a lawyer more than the party needs an eggnog scooper, so at this stage I am the obvious choice. But there’s no reason for me to rush downtown; it’s going to take a while for Derek/Robert to be booked and entered into the system.
When we walk back in, I immediately see that Ricky and Will are in the center of our dog exercise area playing with a bunch of dogs, including Jake and Sasha.
“What are we going to do about Jake and Sasha?” Laurie asks.
“That’s a good question. They can’t stay here; I don’t know what’s going to happen, but Derek may be gone for a very long time. It wouldn’t be fair to them.”
“We have a big house.”
“We also have three dogs in it, plus three humans.” In addition to Tara, we have a pug named Hunter and Sebastian, a basset hound.
“We’ll figure it out.” She points to the play area. “Ricky already loves them.”
“I promised Tara she would be an only golden retriever.”
“She’ll adjust; she loves making new friends.”
I’m obviously going to give in; I want to make sure the dogs live in happy comfort, and we can’t place them in another home. They have to be there for Derek if he gets out of the obvious trouble that he is in.
“Okay,” I say, “but you’re breaking the news to Tara.”
The party is already winding down, so I’m going to wait until the end to take Laurie, the boys, and our two new family members home. It will still give me plenty of time to get downtown before Derek is available to be seen.
I still think of him as Derek, even though he has told me his real name is Robert. I’m dreading what else he is going to tell me.
On the way home we break the news to Ricky about Jake and Sasha. I think he’s pleased because he says, “Wow! That is so cool!” Ricky’s friend Will expresses his frustration that he only gets to have one dog, and I suspect his obvious jealousy pleases Ricky to no end.
When we get home, Jake and Sasha get to meet their new buddies. Tara and Hunter react well, wagging their tails, sniffing the newcomers, and even playing with them a bit.
Sebastian could not care less; we could bring home a truckload of dogs and it would not affect him. His entire concern is getting his naps in, having access to his favorite bed, and making sure his meals arrive on time. Sebastian’s existence is a simple one.
Right now I am envying Sebastian’s life and would love to trade places. He could go down to the jail to talk to Derek, and I could curl up with a rawhide chewie.
Alas …



 
 
“It’s a long story, Andy. And not one I am particularly proud of.”
I need to stop thinking of him as Derek. He’s listed at the jail as Robert Klaster, and since he’s already told me that’s his real name, I should start going with that. “Start at the beginning,” I say.
He nods. “I grew up in Camden and lived in that area from the time I was born until I moved here. I spent some time in Philly in the middle, but not that much.”
“And you were Robert Klaster?”
Another nod. “Yes, that’s the name on my birth certificate. But it was always Bobby. I had an aunt who was the only person I can ever remember calling me Robert. It’s something I have to get used to now, because I’ve been Derek for so long.”
“So I should call you Bobby?”
“Might as well. Anyway, I was not exactly a model student or citizen; I dropped out of high school and got in with what my mother called ‘the wrong crowd.’ I disagreed with her assessment at the time, but she obviously nailed it.
“I joined what I guess would be called a gang, though that sounds like something out of West Side Story. We saw ourselves as more sophisticated than that. We weren’t fighting to protect our turf; we were looking to make money.”
He pauses to take a breath, so I jump in. “Make money how?”
“At first running numbers, some prostitution, protection, small-time robberies … nothing remotely legal, but rarely violent.”
“Where were you in the gang hierarchy?”
“Midlevel, although that doesn’t really describe it well. There were three guys at the top, and the rest of us were in no particular order below them. We took orders and, in retrospect, took most of the risks. I was a charter member of the gang, but I was always more of a follower than a leader.”
“Did the gang have a name?”
He nods. “Yeah, originally we were the Camden Cobras. Then it became just the Cobras. Anyway, as time went on, there was a shift. I’m not sure how it happened or how it was arranged, but we became a subsidiary of a bigger organization. In effect we became the Camden arm of the Tony Giordano crime family from Philadelphia.
“Maybe he heard of us or thought we were infringing on his territory, so instead of wiping us out, he brought us in. I wasn’t consulted on the new arrangement, believe me.”
“Did your role change?”
“Not really, but if anything I became more of a fringe player. As the criminal activity ratcheted up, my enthusiasm lessened, and I think it was obvious to the guys I was close to. I was actually trying to think of a way out, which would not have been easy to accomplish.
“Then one day it all fell apart. I thought we were going to make a collection from the owner of a convenience store. They said he was behind on his protection money, and that there were some gambling debts as well. It was the same kind of thing we had done many times before, and I was almost always the driver.
“I was just supposed to stay outside in the car and look out for police or other trouble. But I could see the inside of the store through the window and watched one of our guys, Johnny Luko, shoot the owner and another guy, Donnie Briggs, shoot a customer.
“It was stunning; I can still remember that moment as if it was yesterday. They just shot the men in cold blood, and I was told later that shooting the owner was the actual purpose of the operation. Because he had fallen so far behind on payments, the word had apparently come down from Giordano to kill him as a lesson to others. I’m sure the customer was just collateral damage … wrong place, wrong time.
“I knew that was it for me, and it wouldn’t be enough for me just to leave. I was a part of it, and I had to right the wrong. So I went to the cops. They already suspected us and had some evidence, but I made the case a slam dunk. I got a lawyer, and he made a deal that if I told what I knew, I wouldn’t be charged. But either way I would have come clean.”
“And they got sent away,” I say.
“Right. Both Johnny Luko and Donnie Briggs copped pleas and they wound up with thirty years each. They would have gotten life if it went to trial.”
“And you got the witness protection program. Which is how Bobby Klaster became Derek Moore.”
“Yes.”
“Do you know who you are supposed to have murdered here in Paterson?”
“I’m not sure, but it might be someone named Roland Banks. The cops were asking me questions about him, but when I told them I wasn’t going to speak with them, they stopped.”
“So you have no idea why they think you committed the crime?”
“None whatsoever. It’s been two and a half years since I was placed here. I have a business and a new life. The program worked like it was supposed to, or at least I thought it did. Now I’m not so sure.”
“You’ll know soon enough.”
“How are Jake and Sasha? Where are Jake and Sasha?”
“They’re at my house being pampered … which is where they will stay as long as you’re in here.”
“Thank you. You have no idea how much I appreciate that. Which brings me to my next question…”
He hesitates, so I let him off the conversational hook. “You want to know if I’ll represent you.”
“Yes.”
“Okay, here’s how this works. I am in a position where I take on very few clients, and I will only represent someone I believe to be innocent.”
“I am.”
“That’s what every innocent person says. It’s also what every guilty person says.”
He nods his understanding.
“So I will take you on as a client, but the truth is that I don’t know you all that well.… I didn’t even know your real name until today. Although I get why you couldn’t share something like that. It was a secret you had to keep.”
“Thanks for understanding. So—”
I interrupt. “So I like you, and you love dogs, which sets believing you are innocent as my default position. If I come to think otherwise, I’ll drop you without hesitation and help you find another lawyer.”
“Fair enough. But there’s one other thing.”
I nod. “Money. You don’t have much of it.”
“Right, but that’s a temporary thing. My partner and I developed a process to refinish hardwood floors that’s amazing. We’re going to open a bunch of stores along the East Coast, franchising them. We’re waiting on a big loan. So for now we put all our money back into the business.”
“Fortunately, you are eligible for the Jake and Sasha discount. It’s a new promotion my law firm is running this month. It knocks one hundred percent off the usual fee.”
“Andy, I…”
“I can’t do better than one hundred percent off. I have a lot of kibble to buy. So hang in, and I’ll see you at the arraignment.”



 
 
There isn’t much about this case that I like.
Actually, I can’t remember the last case I liked, but this one is even less appealing. It’s unsettling that Bobby has been living a lie, albeit it a legal, court-sanctioned one. It just seems to add to my feeling that I have no idea what I am getting into.
It makes me want to drink myself into an eggnog-induced stupor.
I get home and tell Laurie about the conversation in detail, and her first question is “What does your gut tell you?”
“My gut is an idiot. He’s been wrong so often, I’ve cut him off. We don’t even speak anymore. So if you hear someone say I’m gutless, that’s what they’re talking about.”
“Andy…” It’s a one-word admonishment, but again one that says it all.
“All right. Let’s go in the den to talk; there’s wine there. It can wash down the eggnog that is still clogging my throat.”
“It’s a little crowded in the den.”
“You mean because of that giant redwood?”
Laurie set up a huge Christmas tree in the den, and she and Ricky decorated it. It’s not quite a redwood, but I’m not above exaggerating to make a point.
“I’ll show you,” she says.
I follow her in and immediately see what she means. On the couch are Jake and Sasha. They are ass to ass, and their asses meet in the middle. Their heads are on the opposite armrests.
“They seem to have settled in,” I say.
Laurie nods. “They’re great dogs; no issues at all. It’s like they’ve always lived here.”
“Where are Tara, Hunter, and Sebastian?”
“In Ricky’s room. So where do you stand on Derek’s case?”
“Bobby. We’re calling him Bobby now, mainly because that’s his name. I’ve tentatively taken on the case.”
“How do you tentatively take on a case?”
“I told him if I come to believe he did it, I would drop him.”
“And at this point you believe him?”
“No idea either way. He seems genuinely bewildered by the charge and claims not to even know the victim. Now that he’s said that, if evidence comes in that he did know him, that would be an easy and obvious deal-breaker for me.”
“So are you going to call a meeting?” she asks. Usually the first thing I do when I take on a client, after moaning, complaining, and whimpering, is to gather the legal and investigative team to plan our strategy.
“Not yet. I really have nothing to tell them. I want to get the discovery and find out what is going on. I’ll get everybody together after the arraignment.”
“How about if I call Corey and Marcus and alert them to the possibility?” Corey Douglas and Marcus Clark are Laurie’s partners in a private investigation firm. They call themselves the K Team, in honor of Corey’s retired police dog, Simon Garfunkel.
Like Laurie, Corey is also an ex-cop. Marcus was never a cop, which is probably a good thing, since Marcus is not real big on rules. Marcus is big on things like violence and intimidation. He does not play well with others, although he likes and respects Laurie and Corey. I think he tolerates me with controlled disdain.
“Good idea,” I say. “And I’ll call Eddie and Sam.” Eddie Dowd is the other lawyer in our tiny firm. I do most of the trial work, but he is terrific at research and even better at writing briefs and motions. Since research, writing briefs, and writing motions are among the three things I hate most in life, it works well.
Laurie goes off to make her calls; our “talk” was so brief that we forgot to have any wine, and we didn’t have to ask Jake and Sasha to relinquish their couch positions.
My first call is to Eddie to tell him we have a client, and to ask him to find out who in the DA’s office is handling this. I also want him to request discovery immediately; the cops arrested Bobby, and they wouldn’t do so without what they consider compelling evidence. We need to learn what that evidence is.
Eddie takes the news calmly and professionally. He’s a low-key, levelheaded guy, which in some way surprises me. That’s because in his pre-law-school life he was a tight end for the New York Giants—not the kind of job in which one practices restraint.
My next call is to Sam Willis. Sam is my accountant, but when we have a case he goes into a phone booth and changes into Super-Hacker. I have yet to learn of a computer that Sam cannot penetrate, and we use him to get information for us.
Law enforcement can get much of the same information that Sam does, but they do it legally. For us to try to do things that way would take way too much time. This way, if Sam comes up with something we can use in court, we go through the legal process to subpoena it.
Sam sometimes chafes at his assignments; he’d much rather be on the street doing what he thinks of as real detective work. But he absolutely loves it when I take on a case; in that sense he is the exact opposite of me.
When Sam answers on the first ring, as he always does, I say, “We’ve got a murder case.”
“Terrific,” he says. “Who is it? Carmody? Ramirez? Banks? Simmons?”
“Who are they?”
“Recent murder victims in Passaic County.”
“You keep track of Passaic County murders in case we get a client?” I ask, making no effort to hide my incredulity.
“Bergen County also. Can’t hurt to stay ahead of the game. Which one is it?”
“I wasn’t listening carefully to your list. Did you mention Banks?”
“Yup. I had a feeling about that one.”
“Why?”
“No reason. Just a detective’s gut instinct.”
I don’t bother pointing out to him that he’s not a detective; I don’t want to shatter his illusions. Instead I ask him to find out whatever he can about the victim and the circumstances of the murder.
I assume there are media stories about it, or Sam wouldn’t have been aware of it in the first place. That’s unless he’s secretly in the police computers and reading what they are doing, but if he is, I don’t want to know about it.
“I’ll get right on it,” Sam says. “Anything else?”
“Yes, I want you to do a deep dive on our client.”
“What’s his name?”
“Robert Klaster and Derek Moore.”
“We have two clients?”
“No, he just has two names.” I explain the situation regarding the witness protection program and say that the Robert Klaster he will be looking for lived in Camden, where he had gang connections.
“You want me to go down there and pound the pavement? Talk to his old crew?”
“No, Sam. Just pound the keyboard for now. Pounding the pavement could be dangerous.”
“I can handle myself; I’d be packing.”
“Do me a favor, Sam? Unpack.”
“Roger that.”



 
 
I’m already aware of one challenge that Bobby’s arrest is causing me to face.
Walking the dogs is going to be a problem.
Jake and Sasha bring our total to five. That in itself would not present a major difficulty if one of those dogs wasn’t Sebastian, our basset hound.
Sebastian is the laziest dog on the planet; the only physical exercise he likes is chewing on food. Walking him is like putting a leash on an attached garage, though the garage would be a little quicker and lighter on its feet. And the garage would definitely have a better attitude about it.
I walked all five this evening and it did not go well. Jake and Sasha tend to pull on their leashes, and Sebastian simply refuses to walk quickly. So I had to hold the other four back in deference to the plodding basset.
Tara and Hunter are aware of the problem; they are used to it. But Jake and Sasha are somewhat less understanding; they keep looking back at me as if to ask what the hell is wrong.
Compounding the difficulty, especially with my having taken on a client, is that worrying about this situation impacts my thinking time. I find that walking the dogs usually clears my head and allows me to focus, and I don’t want to give that up.
“What do you think would happen if I didn’t include Sebastian on the walks?” I ask Laurie.
“I think the house would quickly become disgusting.”
“No, I have a substitute plan. I would take him into the backyard, let him wander around and do his business, and then bring him in.”
“I think you’d have one happy dog on your hands. It would give him more sleep time.”
“Okay, I’ll try it tomorrow morning. Ricky in his room?”
Laurie confirms that’s where Ricky is, so I go in there. The first thing I see when I enter jolts me, confirming one of my worst fears. It’s something a father, in his darkest moments, dreads.
Ricky is watching a soccer game.
He likes soccer.
I’ve known this for a while, but it is still jarring. I’m a good parent, so as much as I hate soccer and hate even more that he likes it, I’m not about to say anything or be critical. He has to live his own life and make his own choices, even a ridiculous one like this.
“What are you watching, Rick?”
“It’s a Premier League game. Liverpool is playing Chelsea.”
“They’re five hours ahead there. Are they playing at midnight?”
“I taped it.”
“You taped an English soccer game? Voluntarily?”
“Yup.”
“You really like soccer, huh?”
“Sure do.”
“Does it bother you that they score about once every couple of months?”
“Nope.”
“I see. Does it bother you that at the end of the game, the ref announces how much extra time they will play, and it comes as a surprise to everybody?”
“Nope.”
“Don’t you think they should just have a clock, like football and basketball, so everyone would know when the game is going to end, including the players?”
“I guess.”
“Does it bother you that they pretend to be injured every time they get touched, writhing around in agony, and then all of a sudden they’re better?”
“Nope.”
“You know, I think there’s a college football game on; Central Michigan is playing Akron. Winner will be alone in first in the MAC Conference, so it’s a big game.”
“Maybe after this is over.”
“What’s the score?”
“Zero–zero,” he says.
“That’s a shocker.”
I watch along with him for a minute or so, pretending to be interested, then I leave. I could watch until someone scores, but by then Bobby’s trial might have started.
Once I’m outside the door, I take a deep breath and consider the situation.
I can’t sugarcoat this or enter a state of denial. That won’t help anyone.
The simple fact is that I have a son who prefers soccer to good old American college football.
I am raising a Communist.



 
 
The morning walk goes very well; I think I’ve hit on something.
Sebastian seemed delighted that he wasn’t stuck going with us. When he went into the backyard to do his thing, he was almost strutting with pleasure. It is snowing lightly, and he sneered at the other dogs as we left for our walk, as if he was saying, “Exercise is for suckers.”
Tara and Hunter were obviously relieved. They didn’t have to keep looking back over their shoulders to convince Sebastian to move his fat ass. Instead they trotted along with Jake and Sasha, loving their newfound freedom.
It also allowed me some thinking time, though I can’t say I put it to very good use. I really don’t know enough about the case yet to even begin plotting a strategy.
My hope is that will soon change. Sam is coming over this morning for breakfast and to update me on what he’s learned, and the discovery documents could start coming in today. I want to know what we’re up against, while simultaneously dreading finding out what we’re up against.
As I approach the house, I can smell Laurie’s pancakes, which means that Sam is here. Laurie would be the first to tell you that she does not have significant ability as a cook, but for some reason she makes great pancakes. Sam avails himself of that skill as often as he can; he tends to give us a lot of morning reports.
I can also hear Christmas music when I open the front door. It is ever present; Laurie loves it. I tire of it after about three days. I would sabotage our stereo system, but she would just replace it.
Sam grunts his hello when I get there; his mouth is too full to form words. Fifteen minutes and seven pancakes later, he’s ready to tell us what he’s learned.
“As much as I hate to speak ill of the dead, Roland Banks leaving this earth did not make it a darker place.”
“He was not an upstanding citizen?”
“Not hardly. He’d served two short terms in prison, both for assault. He was arrested four other times, but the charges didn’t stick. He was apparently a gang member when he was younger, and it went downhill from there.
“He was shot to death almost a week ago; his body was found in Pennington Park. I have no way of knowing if he was killed there or just had his body dumped there. That information is not in the media reports.”
“Was he from around here?”
Sam shakes his head. “No, Camden. That’s where he committed his crimes. I don’t know what he was doing in Paterson.”
I liked Sam better when he was eating the pancakes. This is already potentially very bad news. Roland Banks was a gang member in Camden, as was Bobby.
“Do you know the name of the gang Banks was in?”
“Yeah,” Sam says. “They called themselves the Cobras.”
Bobby said that he didn’t know him; but now we find out that they lived in the same city and both belonged to a gang named the Cobras. Unless there were two different sets of Cobras, or two different Camdens, or the timing of their memberships didn’t overlap, it seems unlikely that Bobby was telling the truth.
So this is upsetting, but on the other hand, I told Bobby that if he lied to me, leading me to suspect his guilt, I was off the case. There’s something to be said for that.
“What did you find out about Bobby?” I ask.
“He had four arrests, also in Camden, but no convictions. Also seems to have been gang involved, but I can’t tell at this point if he crossed paths with Banks. I don’t find any employment records of him in Camden. Then, of course, Robert Klaster went off the grid, and we know why.
“He resurfaced as Derek Moore. He has an online background, Social Security number, et cetera, but it’s all fake. And not a very good fake at that; New Jersey’s witness protection program apparently isn’t all that great at witness protection.
“Two years ago he opened a flooring business in Passaic with a partner named Jalen Davis, and a year ago they opened a second one here in Paterson. They do hardwood floors, both installing new ones and refinishing existing ones. They seem to be doing pretty well; I can get their detailed financials if you want.”
“That’s not necessary,” I say.
“And as Derek he has stayed out of trouble?” Laurie asks.
Sam nods. “As far as I can tell. Anyway, this is obviously all preliminary; but I wrote up everything and it’s in that folder on the table.”
“Any chance there is a picture of Banks in there?”
“Yes, from a newspaper story. It’s not a great shot of him; I’ll get a better one.”
“Okay, thanks, Sam. I’ll call you if we go any further with this.”
“You mean we might not?” His disappointment is palpable.
“I’m not sure, but I could know soon.”
I take the photo of Banks and head down to the jail. At this stage lawyers can see their clients at almost any time, but I call ahead to facilitate things. I want to get this over with.
Bobby has a hopeful look on his face when he’s brought into the meeting room. “Any chance you have good news?”
“I’m afraid not, but I do have a question.” I take the photo of Banks out of my pocket, unfold it, and lay it on the desk. “Do you know who this is?”
He stares at it for a while, then says, “It looks like a guy I ran in Camden with.”
“What was his name?”
“We called him Rollie; he was one of the three guys in leadership of the gang. We weren’t big on using last names back then, although I knew some of them. But generally we went with nicknames. I think a few guys referred to Rollie as RB.”
“His full name is Roland Banks,” I say.
“Roland Banks … Wait a minute, Banks. Is he the guy I am supposed to have killed?”
“One and the same.”
“Andy, I haven’t seen or spoken to him in years.”
I’m relieved by what I am hearing; or at least I would be relieved if I wanted to have a client and go through a trial. But the bottom line is that I like Bobby, and I want to help him if he’s innocent.
I thought that the coincidence of Banks being in the Cobras in Camden was going to shatter Bobby’s credibility, since he said he didn’t know him. Instead, it has enhanced it.
If Bobby was lying about not knowing Banks, then just my showing him a photo would not have caused him to change his story. He could continue to deny it in the same manner; just seeing a photograph would not have been a “gotcha” moment.
But he did change his story, admitting quickly that he recognized Banks, and giving a credible reason for not simply knowing him by his name.
I think I have myself a client.



 
 
While I’m on my way home, Eddie Dowd calls to say that the first discovery documents are being delivered to my office.
He’s there right now, so I tell him I’ll see him in a few minutes, since the office is just five minutes away.
I wonder when people deliver legal documents to my office if they worry that they have the wrong address. I work out of a second-floor dump above Sofia Hernandez’s fruit stand. I think I stay there for sentimental reasons; it’s where I started my career and where I feel comfortable.
I also feel a sense of loyalty to Sofia, who has been my landlord all these years. She repays that loyalty by giving me a bag of peaches or plums whenever I drop off my rent check. It’s the reason I never mail it.
I have a spot in the outdoor parking lot on the corner; I pay less for it monthly than I would for three nights in a Manhattan garage. It’s just one of the many perks of living in Paterson. I can’t remember the others.
I trudge up the steps and find Eddie in the office going through the documents. Unless he’s hiding some under my nonexistent couch, this is not going to take long.
“That’s it?”
He nods. “For now. They promised more for tomorrow morning. But this is bad enough.”
I don’t ask him for a summary; I prefer to read it for myself. I sit down next to him at the conference table and I go through the pages he has already read. As he finishes another one, he places it at the bottom of my pile.
The Paterson police have spent a lot of time and effort making the connection between Bobby and Roland Banks, and their counterparts in Camden have obviously been helpful to them in that regard.
I’m wondering why they thought to make that connection in the first place, until I see that an anonymous tip was phoned in telling the cops to take a look at Bobby for the Banks killing. I would very much like to know who made that call.
I’ve always been distrustful of anonymous tips; they often come from people with an agenda. But that doesn’t mean they are inherently unreliable.
A tip is not a sufficient reason to make an arrest, and the next few pages represent the enemy’s heavy artillery. While Bobby was at work, the cops secretly executed a search warrant on his house. They found a handgun in a cabinet in his den.
They quickly forensically determined that the gun was the one used to kill Banks. Since then, they have searched Bobby’s car and found blood in the trunk that drew a DNA match to the victim.
It’s fair to say that at that point they didn’t agonize over whether to make the arrest.
The rest of what is here speaks to Bobby’s involvement in the witness protection program. It details the case that caused him to be placed in the program, focusing on his role.
Nowhere is there any mention of motive for why he would have wanted Banks dead, but that is not surprising, since they don’t need motive to make the arrest.
I’m sure the prosecution will come up with plenty of motive when the time comes. One obvious possibility is that Banks learned Bobby’s new identity and location and was going to expose him, or worse.
It also presents a slight opening for the defense, but one that is shaky. We could contend that Banks tried to kill Bobby as retribution for him becoming a state witness, and that Bobby killed him in self-defense.
But there are two problems with that. For one, Bobby’s actions in concealing the event and dumping the body would indicate a consciousness of guilt. For another, Bobby has adamantly said, at least to me, that he did not kill Banks and hadn’t even known who he was before I showed him the photo.
“Depressing,” I say.
Eddie nods. “No question.”
“Do we know who the prosecutor is yet?”
“Stan Godfrey.”
I’m not happy to hear this. Godfrey is a talented attorney, and his skills are only exceeded by his ambition. I beat him in a high-profile case a couple of years ago, which is said to have at least temporarily derailed what he saw as his inevitable march to the governor’s mansion. At this point, the only way he is going to enter the place is by taking the public tour.
I’m sure he’s pissed about that and wants his revenge.
Based on this discovery, he’s on his way.



 
 
I arrange to meet with Bobby in an anteroom to the courtroom before the arraignment.
I want to discuss what is going to happen. Clients often think that this is a significant event, when in fact it is almost entirely pro forma.
He seems fine, though a little nervous, when he’s brought in. Different clients handle these things in different ways, and Bobby is doing better than most. He had some arrests in his previous life, so maybe this isn’t all new to him.
“You being treated okay?” The question is no sooner out of my mouth than I start mentally berating myself for not realizing what should have been obvious to me. As a witness in that previous case in Camden, Bobby is in danger from other inmates. The people he testified against could likely get to him in prison, now that they know where he is.
“Yeah, it’s okay. I just don’t want to be in here. But I guess that doesn’t make me unique in this place.”
“Do you own a gun?”
He shakes his head. “No, not since I moved here. It’s a rule of the program, strictly prohibited.”
“They found one in your house.”
The shock on his face is evident. “That’s not possible.”
“It was in a cabinet in the den. And ballistics have determined that it’s the murder weapon.”
“Holy shit. What the hell is going on?”
“We’re a ways from finding out. But it gets worse. They found traces of Banks’s blood in the trunk of your car.”
He doesn’t respond to this, but it is evident on his face just how bad things are looking for him.
I continue, “You’re going to be asked to enter a plea when we go into court. Just say, ‘Not guilty,’ in a firm voice, but not over-the-top.”
“Okay.”
“Do you have any interest in making a deal? The prosecutor may or may not approach me.”
“You mean for less time in prison? Pleading guilty for less time?”
“Yes, but it would still be significant. They no doubt think their case is a slam dunk, and we’re talking about a murder charge.”
“Is it a slam dunk? Are they right about that?”
“I don’t know yet either way; we haven’t even begun our investigation. But they had way more than enough evidence to make the arrest.”
“Okay.”
“And there’s no offer from them on the table yet; there may never be. I’m just trying to anticipate where this could go. But regardless of what you might do down the line, you should plead not guilty today.”
“Andy, I cannot say I did this. And I cannot go to prison for something I didn’t do. I’ve done things in my life that I’m not proud of, but that’s in the past. I have not seen Rollie in years, and I have never killed anyone. I never could.”
“Okay; I get it. But I need your help.”
“What can I do?”
“Banks did not shoot himself, and the gun did not appear in your house, and the blood did not get into your car magically. Somebody killed him, and somebody set it up to make you look guilty.”
“Definitely. I hope you believe that.”
I ignore the comment. “I need you to think about who might have done that.”
“Okay,” he says, a little half heartedly. I’m not thinking he’s going to have an aha moment and figure out the real killer. But I need him to try.
“And I also want you to tell me everything you remember about Banks and your relationship with him. Write it all down.”
“That I can do. Andy, is there any chance I can get out on bail?”
I want to be straight with him. “Very little. I’ll try, but I’m sure the prosecution will oppose. They’re going for murder one, so it’s unlikely.”
He nods in resignation. “I understand. How are Jake and Sasha doing?”
“They’ve settled in nicely; they’re great dogs.”
“You’ll take care of them if this doesn’t … work out? I don’t think they’ve had a great life … certainly not the one they deserve.”
“They’ll never have another unhappy day.” I look at my watch. “Time to go.”



 
 
On the way into the courtroom I ask the court clerk, Rita Gordon, which judge has been assigned the case.
“Judge Gettner,” she says. “And he’s in a bad mood.”
“Why?”
“No particular reason; he’s been in a bad mood for thirty years. It’s his default position.”
“The Christmas season doesn’t cheer him up?”
“If anything, it makes it worse. Not sure why.”
On the one hand, Judge Gettner getting the case is bad news. Of course, the truth is that there is no answer Rita could have given that would have pleased me, unless she said Laurie was presiding. Judges who know me don’t like me, and every judge in Passaic County knows me.
Judge Ira Gettner is a particularly interesting case. He’s old-school, probably well past normal retirement age and set in his ways. Unfortunately, his ways are not my ways; my sometimes unconventional courtroom style irritates him.
On the other hand, because he goes back so far, he knew and very much respected my father, Nelson Carpenter, who was the chief prosecuting attorney for the county. After I tried a couple of cases before Judge Gettner, I assume he thought I must have been adopted. My father had a very different courtroom manner from mine.
But I think the judge’s relationship with my father caused him to go a little easier on me than he might otherwise have. For instance, he never sent me to prison, had me tortured, or put me in front of a firing squad, even though I’m sure it crossed his mind on more than one occasion.
Standing in front of the prosecution table is Stan Godfrey. Godfrey is the son of a prominent and wealthy New Jersey businessman, who will, I am sure, finance Stan’s campaign if he ever makes the expected run for office.
For now, his father must at least be buying him his suits. The last time we faced off, I don’t think he wore the same suit twice during the entire trial. I have two suits that I alternate, so I was at a significant clothing disadvantage. That will not change in this trial.
Godfrey comes over, hand outstretched. “Andy, it’s been a while.”
“That’s because you never call. I sit by the phone, but you never call.”
He doesn’t know what to make of that, which is understandable. “Always a pleasure,” he says, frowning, and goes back to join the other two lawyers on his team.
I head for the defense table, where Eddie Dowd and Bobby are already seated. “You guys have met?” I ask.
Eddie nods. “We have now.”
Judge Gettner comes in. It’s probably my imagination, but I swear he stares at me and wonders why he didn’t retire years ago. I resolve to behave myself if this goes to trial; that resolution has the same chance of being kept as my yearly vow to enter the New York Marathon.
The charges against Bobby are read, and Judge Gettner asks him to stand and offer his plea. He says, “Not guilty,” firmly, and the judge notes it. Then he asks if there are any motions to be heard. I make the request for bail, knowing it has little chance for success.
Godfrey voices his opposition, calling Bobby a flight risk and citing the heinous nature of the crime. As expected, Judge Getter agrees and denies bail. I can feel Bobby sag slightly next to me, even though I warned him that this would be the outcome.
“Anything else?” Judge Gettner asks.
“May we approach?” I ask, and he nods in resignation.
Once Godfrey and I are at the bench, I say, “Your Honor, I didn’t want to say this in open court for obvious reasons, but we would appreciate it if you would issue an order providing for protective custody at the jail for Mr. Klaster.”
“Why are you making that request?”
“Mr. Klaster has been in the witness protection program for having testified against very dangerous people in Camden. These are people who very likely have the resources and the ruthlessness to exact retribution on Mr. Klaster even within the jail. His placement in the program should assure the court that by definition he needs protection. We would ask that you provide it, since his location can no longer be kept secret.”
The judge turns and says, “Mr. Godfrey?”
“No objection, Your Honor.”
I’m pleased that Godfrey didn’t object, though I think it would have been futile to do so. The cynic in me would say that the last thing Godfrey would want is for Bobby to get killed in prison; that would deprive Godfrey of the revenge victory he is salivating for and anticipating.
Judge Gettner nods. “I’ll issue the order at the conclusion of this hearing.” He turns to Godfrey. “Make sure it’s executed promptly.”
“I certainly will, Your Honor.”
We go back to our respective battle positions, but for the moment there is nothing left to fight over. That will change soon enough.
The judge sets a trial date, which starts the clock ticking.



 
 
I’m not at the point where I 100 percent believe in Bobby’s innocence, but I’m leaning that way.
It doesn’t make sense to me that Bobby would accept entry into the witness protection program, give up everything in his old life and start a new one, and then suddenly plunge back into his old ways.
A key question among the many we will have to answer is what Roland Banks was doing in Paterson. It does not make sense that Bobby would have lured him here; that would have been exposing himself to retribution not just from Banks, but from all of his “ex-colleagues.”
My belief is that Stan Godfrey has only one worry, and not a serious one. He must consider that we will contend that Banks found out where Bobby was and came to Paterson to kill him. It would then follow that Bobby killed Banks in self-defense.
It would be a tough case to make, but it’s probably the one Godfrey is strategizing against. He’s wasting his time because we’re not going there.
At this point we know almost nothing, with the exception of two things: someone killed Roland Banks, and that someone had a motive.
Finding out who and why has to be the focus of our efforts. We are never going to be able to prove that Bobby did not do it. We don’t know where or when the murder took place, so there is no chance to establish an alibi as to his whereabouts. And the forensic evidence is damning; if we don’t come up with an alternative killer and motive, then the jury will find Bobby guilty.
And they should.
Obviously, the first thing we need to do is learn about the victim. Since he is no longer among the living, it’s going to be hard to interview him. Even Marcus Clark couldn’t get him to talk. So we’ll have to go another route.
I do what I always do when I have to plot strategy: I take the dogs for a walk to Eastside Park. It’s not exactly hard to arrange; all I have to do is shake one of the leashes and four of them come running.
Sebastian, of course, is the exception. He doesn’t run, ever. He sort of oozes from place to place, though he does have different oozing speeds. If his food is across the room, his high-speed ooze comes into play. In any event, Sebastian is clearly loving having to go no farther than the backyard; if he’s bitter by not being included on the long walks, he’s hiding it well.
Another dog who does not seem bitter is Tara. She has slowly watched our one-dog household expand until we’ve reached five. But she also shows no jealousy and seems to enjoy her new friends. She also knows, down deep, that she holds a special place in my heart.
Jake and Sasha, as is becoming a pattern, take the lead. Tara and Hunter seem to feel that the walks are about the smells and the experience; they don’t linger too long in one spot, but they want to soak it all in. It’s as if every time is new for them, even though we’ve been on this exact walk countless times.
Jake and Sasha, on the other hand, walk as if they have a destination, that the purpose of the walk is to get somewhere. This could be just because they are new at it, or maybe it’s their permanent style. Only time will tell.
It’s going to be tough to figure out what to do with them if Bobby is convicted. We don’t really want or need this many dogs, but it would be tough to uproot them again. They have not had much stability in their lives.
And they do seem comfortable with us.
By the time I get home I have two plastic bags full of “stuff” and a plan to at least begin our investigation. I tell Laurie I want to call a team meeting in the morning.
Laurie will call Corey Douglas and Marcus Clark, her two investigative partners. I’ll call Sam Willis and Eddie Dowd. Although they obviously both know we have a client, I want to make sure they are at the meeting.
One person I don’t have to call is Edna, my longtime assistant / office manager. Edna got engaged two years ago to David Divine, a wealthy owner of fast food restaurants, and since then she has become a professional engag-ee.
They are going to have a destination wedding, and to determine where it will be, they have apparently decided that they have to personally check out every place on Earth. Right now they are in Slovakia, or maybe it’s Slovenia … I always get them confused.
Once they come up with a place, I can work on my excuse for not going. For instance, I can’t say that I’m worried about heatstroke if they choose Finland; the excuse has to be place-specific.
In any case, when it comes to work, there has never been a more replaceable person than Edna. That’s because the last time she did any actual work was during the Clinton administration. She’s fine with being paid, as long as she doesn’t have to do anything.
So in terms of work product, I could replace her with a filing cabinet and there would be no difference, as long as the cabinet had direct deposit.
Laurie and I make the calls and then I go into Ricky’s room to tuck him in and say good night. I hate to miss the ritual, even if he has a picture of Lionel Messi scoring a goal on his wall.
Then I head into the den to watch a college football game, which is already in progress. It’s the last night I’ll have off in quite a while.
Tomorrow the case officially begins.



 
 
Luther Mercado and Jimmy Lantz landed on a private airfield near Cozumel, Mexico.
Money was paid to make sure that they did not have to declare entry into the country or go through customs, though they had fake identification if they needed it. They did not.
One of the waiting cars took Mercado and Lantz into Cozumel; the other two cars were necessary to transport seven of the nine bodyguards assigned to protect them. No one was taking any chances that anything could disrupt this visit.
They went directly to the port where cruise ships dock and leave from. But Mercado and Lantz were not going on a cruise; they were not going to spend the next seven days drinking piña coladas and playing bingo.
They were going to see one particular ship, the Castillo Feliz, whose name when translated to English meant “happy castle.” It was a relatively small cruise ship, designed to carry 380 passengers.
On its next trip, it would not be carrying any passengers at all. It was going on what is called a repositioning cruise, heading for the next port from which it would leave. Often repositioning cruises carry some passengers at a reduced rate, but this one would not.
But to earn some money, the ship would carry cargo, paid for by those shipping it. That is what Mercado and Lantz were interested in.
Mercado’s boss had invested a fortune in this operation, but that amount would pale compared to what he would earn from it. It was a once-in-a-lifetime thing, and Mercado and Lantz were in Cozumel to make sure that nothing could go wrong.
They performed different functions. Lantz was there to handle and deal with the details of the operation, to ensure that everything went smoothly, with no possibility of failure.
Mercado’s job was to make sure everyone stayed in line. He looked and acted intimidating, and just his presence conveyed the message that no one should even think about doing anything other than their job.
But the boss of the two men did not trust Mercado to be levelheaded and careful enough to manage the entire process, which is why Lantz was with him every step of the way and would be until the ship arrived at its destination.
When it was finally ready to go, it would be setting sail for Philadelphia.
It would never get there.



 
 
The seating dynamic for this meeting is a bit different than usual.
We’re in the conference room of my office, which is so small that it can barely contain the table and chairs. There’s little room left for anything else, even air, so we try to alternate inhaling.
Usually Marcus gets to the meetings early, so late arrivers attempt to avoid taking a seat next to him. It’s not that Marcus will do anything to them or that he’s not a decent person; it’s just that he gives off a vibe that is so scary it functions as a natural repellent.
There is also one extra seat this time that will remain empty because of Edna’s wedding destination hunt. So as people come in, both seats next to Marcus are empty, until Laurie willingly takes one. Others were available, but she prefers the one on Marcus’s immediate left.
I am married to one tough lady.
I stand to address the group. “So as some of you already know, our client is Bobby Klaster, who is charged with the murder of one Roland Banks. Bobby has recently been known as Derek Moore, as he was placed in the witness protection program under that name.
“Bobby is from Camden, where he had gang connections that morphed into organized crime. A few years ago, he was at the scene when a murder was committed and turned state’s evidence, resulting in two convictions and his entry into the protection program. At the time all this happened, the gang, called the Cobras, had already become a subsidiary of the Tony Giordano crime family out of Philadelphia.
“There is information about this in the discovery documents. Laurie and I have xeroxed them and there are copies for everyone. If Edna were here, she would do the xeroxing, but we wouldn’t have them until maybe a week from Thursday. So let’s take advantage of the faster schedule.”
“Who was Banks?” Corey asks.
“He was part of the Camden gang that Bobby was in, though not one of the people he testified against. The first thing we need to do is learn as much about him as we can, including why he was in Paterson. It’s possible he uncovered Bobby’s whereabouts, though that’s just speculation right now.”
“And no chance for a self-defense angle?” Corey asks.
I shake my head. “No. Our client vehemently denies any involvement, and even if he had killed the guy in self-defense, then his actions afterward would be incriminating and would show consciousness of guilt. So we’re not going there.”
“So where are we going?” Eddie asks.
“I want us to trace Banks’s movements once he got to Paterson. I want to know where he stayed, how long he was here, and who he spoke to. We’re getting more discovery today, and that may be helpful, especially regarding where Banks stayed. The police should have discovered that by now.
“Corey, you or Laurie need to make contact with the Camden Police Department. I want to talk to someone there, hopefully an officer involved with the original murder case in which Bobby testified.”
Corey nods. “I worked with a cop in Philly PD not long ago; I’m sure she must have a contact in Camden. I’ll get right on it.”
“What have you got for me?” Sam asks.
“Can you get Banks’s cell phone number?”
“Of course.”
“It might even be in the discovery,” I say. “But it would be very helpful if you could track his movements from his phone GPS.”
Sam has had great success with this in the past; he hacks into the phone company’s computer system. It has rapidly become a huge tool for law enforcement; for example, it was absolutely crucial in the Alex Murdaugh case in South Carolina.
“I’m on it,” Sam says.
“Do the same with Bobby’s phone. I want to be able to say it was never in Pennington Park, where the body was found. Godfrey will say that all it shows is his phone wasn’t there, but at least it’s something.”
I’m not worried about what we might find out; if Bobby’s phone was at the park, the police would know about it already and it would be in the discovery.
“Will do,” Sam says.
“Marcus, you have any questions?” I ask.
“Nunhh.” Marcus is a man of few grunts.
I smack my hands together. “On that note, it’s a wrap.”



 
 
The latest batch of discovery documents contains another piece of really bad news. Actually … two pieces.
Roland Banks called Bobby Klaster at home the day before he died, a call that lasted for twenty-two seconds. There is obviously no proof that Banks made the call, but it’s the same phone that was on his body when it was found in Pennington Park.
Even worse, Banks received a call from Bobby’s cell phone less than a half hour after that. These two things are going to be hard to explain to a jury, and to me.
I head down to the jail to ask Bobby about this latest disaster, and on the way, I call Sam. He had already identified Banks’s phone and was tracking its movements in the days before he died.
“Talk to me” is the way Sam always answers the phone, and always on the first ring.
“I will, Sam. That’s why I called you on the phone. What have you learned about where Banks was?”
“He checked into a dive motel in Garfield five days before his body was found. I don’t know if he went anywhere after that, but his phone didn’t. The next place the phone went was Pennington Park, and it stayed there until the next morning, which is probably when he was found.”
I’m just about at the jail. “Do me a favor, Sam. Email me all the relevant information, but call Laurie and tell her I asked that if Marcus is available, he should check out the motel. Corey could do it also.”
“Okay.”
“Do you know what time of day Banks checked in?”
“It was at night. Ten thirty.”
“Mention that to Laurie as well. Thanks, Sam.”
I reach the jail, and it takes about fifteen minutes to get to Bobby. At this stage lawyers like me have fairly easy access, mainly because lawyers like me file complaints when we get jerked around.
I get right to the point and tell Bobby about the phone call from Banks.
“I never talked to the guy, Andy. I swear.”
“Where would you have been that day at three o’clock?”
He thinks for a brief moment. “At work. Wait a minute, was the call to my home phone, or cell?”
“Home.”
“I definitely wasn’t there. My partner, Jalen Davis, can confirm I was at the store. I probably saw some customers then also; you can check my calendar. And our employees would know; Andy, I wasn’t there.”
“Do you have an answering machine?”
“Yes, maybe he reached that, but I didn’t get a message.”
“Okay, I’ll get some witness confirmations.”
“Doesn’t this show that the whole thing is garbage?”
“I’m afraid not. The prosecutor will say that the fact Banks was calling you is enough to assume a connection between you. Whether you spoke to him then is not the point; he will tell the jury that you eventually must have spoken to him. It’s reasonable to conclude this would not have been his only attempt to make contact.”
The logic of this hits him. “I understand.”
“And you have no idea why Banks would have been calling you?”
“None. He never reached me. This is crazy.”
“It gets worse. There’s a record of you calling Banks from your cell phone not long after he called you.”
Bobby shakes his head defiantly. “I never called him. Never. What the hell is going on?”
I can’t come close to answering that question, so instead I ask Bobby for a list of associates of his in Camden, preferably members of his gang. “Tell me which ones might be helpful to us.”
“Andy, they won’t talk to you. Even if they wanted to, they’d be afraid.”
“I’m not that scary. And I’d smile a lot.”
He smiles. “It’s not you they’d be worried about. But you could try Nick Citrin. Just make sure you get him when no one else is around.”
“Have you been in touch with him?”
“Not since I left Camden. But we were buddies; he’s a decent guy. I’m not even sure if he’s still a part of this. He was the same as me in that he didn’t like where things were headed.”
“Do you have any idea how Banks would have learned you were in Paterson?”
“I don’t.” Then, “I’m sorry. I know I haven’t been much help.”
“Just keep thinking.”
State witness protection programs are notoriously inferior to their federal counterpart. They are not nearly as well funded, and while the Feds set someone up with money and a career, a state basically just gives them a new background, maybe a little money, and says they’re on their own.
They also generally place them within the state, which obviously increases their chances of being uncovered. I need to know how Banks knew Bobby was in Paterson, but it could simply be that someone who knows them both happened to see Bobby here.
One can drive from Paterson to Camden during a single hockey game. New Jersey is just not that big a state.



 
 
The phone rings a little after nine thirty while I’m watching a football game.
The Raiders are playing the Chargers, and it’s nearing the end of the first half with the Raiders up 17–10. I suspect they will ultimately lose because the Chargers have Justin Herbert and the Raiders don’t.
Laurie is upstairs reading and no doubt desperately waiting for me to come up to bed. Since the phone only rings twice, I assume she’s answered it. That assumption seems correct when a short while later she walks into the den still carrying the phone, though it seems as if the call is over.
“That was Marcus. He needs you to come see him.”
“When?”
“Now.”
That was not the answer I was hoping for. “Now? It’s almost ten o’clock.”
“I think Marcus probably is aware of the time.”
“Where am I supposed to go?”
“A motel in Garfield; the one that Banks stayed in. It’s called the Pioneer Motor Inn; here’s the address.” She hands me a piece of paper with the address on it.
“Why does he want me there?”
“He didn’t say, but Marcus always has a good reason. And I know Corey is with him.”
“Should I be worried?”
“That’s up to you, Andy.”
“Does he want you to come along?”
She shakes her head. “No, just you.”
That’s somewhat reassuring. If there was any danger at all, Marcus would suggest that Laurie come. She can handle herself in violent situations, and Marcus knows that her husband is a liability.
Also reassuring is the knowledge that Marcus would never bring me into a situation he and Corey cannot handle, mainly because there is no situation that the two of them cannot handle. With them around, even kryptonite couldn’t hurt me.
But I’m still worried because I’m not Marcus, I’m Andy.
I don’t know my way around Garfield at all, so I let the GPS direct me. On the one hand I wish it would incorrectly send me to Connecticut, but on the other I’m curious and intrigued about what Marcus could want to show me.
The Pioneer Motor Inn is one of those one-level, sprawling buildings set well back off the street. The office is in a small, separate building. The place is a dump; the sign actually says that they have VACAN IES; the neon C is out.
I would rather sleep in my car than in one of the “vacan ies” here; it looks like the kind of place where they would host bedbug conventions.
I park and go into the office. The door is open, but no one is there. A tiny, pathetic, artificial Christmas tree with a few blinking lights sits on a table. Even in a dump like this I can’t escape Christmas, though at least there is no music.
A small handwritten note taped to the desk says, Andy—room 21.
I’m guessing that I’m the Andy the note is referring to, which means I have to walk in relative darkness toward the far end of the motel. Room 21 is the last one, and when I get to it, I see that it’s dark inside. I’m about to knock on the door when I hear, “Back here.”
I look around the side of the building, and there are Marcus and Corey with another man. He’s probably thirty-five, thin and balding, dressed in a sweatshirt, sweatpants, and sneakers. At least that’s what I think he’s wearing; it’s pretty dark back here.
He looks really scared, as opposed to Marcus and Corey, who do not look scared at all. I’m not scared anymore either; if Marcus was in a coma, he could handle this guy, even without Corey as backup. Marcus seems to have taken the lead in this; Corey stands a bit farther away.
They’ve probably done it this way because Marcus is the scarier of the two. If Marcus and Godzilla were partners, Marcus would be the scarier of the two.
I’m taking a guess that the poor sucker they have cornered is the desk guy for the motel, and that we think he knows something about Banks. If I’m wrong, I’ll find out soon enough, but I’d rather plunge ahead than wait a month for an explanation from Marcus.
“What’s your name?”
“Alex.”
“Alex, we want to talk to you about Roland Banks; he was a guest here, and you saw him.”
“I told this guy I’ve got nothing to say.”
I shake my head. “Everybody has something to say to Marcus; it’s just a question of when they say it.”
“You don’t understand; those guys were scary and they told me to keep my mouth shut.”
“Trust me, Marcus is even scarier. Plus he’s here and they aren’t.”
Alex doesn’t say anything.
“Alex, I’m going to make this easy. If you tell us what you know about Banks, I’m going to give you five hundred dollars. I will also promise not to reveal that you spoke to us.
“If you don’t tell us, and I mean now, I am going to leave you with Marcus. You will wind up talking; I can promise you that. The last person who spent ten minutes alone time with Marcus confessed to the Kennedy assassination. He said he was both the first and second shooter.”
I hate doing this kind of threatening, and the truth is I would never leave him with Marcus. The guy is innocent and he’s scared. But it’s a chance for him to make good money for a good cause, even if he doesn’t know it.
He thinks for a short while. I don’t know how smart Alex is, but his brain is definitely churning through the possibilities. Finally, “How do I know you won’t tell anyone?”
“I’m a lawyer; we always tell the truth.” I am able to say that line without laughing … no small feat.
“Okay, he came in here one night and paid cash for the room. A whole week. It was unusual; I mean, people sometimes come here for an hour or two, you know? He also gave me an extra hundred to keep quiet.”
“Was he alone?”
“No. There were two other guys with him. They stood behind him; I had a feeling they were watching him, like they were in control.”
“What happened next?”
“Nothing. I gave him the room key; they asked for this last one … twenty-one.”
“Did he or they go out while they were here?”
“I can’t say about the first couple of nights, but not when I was on the desk. I’m on from four to midnight. Then a couple of nights later I was out on patrol.”
“Patrol?”
“Well, that’s what I call it. I’m just supposed to walk up and down in front of all the rooms, and then in the back, every two hours. Just to make sure everything is all right.”
“What did you see?”
“Those guys came out of the room and got into their car. There was a fourth guy with them.”
“Who was driving?”
“One of the original two guys. Then Banks and the other one got in the backseat, and the new guy got in the front, in the passenger seat.”
“Who got in first?”
“Banks.”
“Did they force him in?”
“Maybe. I don’t know. But they saw me, and the new guy got out and came over to me. I was scared shitless, you know?”
“What did he do?”
“He reached over and grabbed me right here, next to my neck, and squeezed. He said to forget I ever saw any of them, or he’d come back for me. This guy was strong; it still hurts.”
“So you agreed?”
“Damn right I agreed. Then he took a wad of money out of his wallet, peeled off a hundred, and gave it to me. That was it; I never saw them again.”
“Did you speak to the police?”
Alex nods. “Yeah.”
“What did you tell them?”
“That I didn’t remember Banks and didn’t know anything. And I’m going to stick to that; those guys were bad guys.”
I take five hundred in cash out of my pocket; I was at the cash machine earlier today and took it out. It’s all I have, so I don’t have to count it. I hand it to him and say, “We keep our promises. Merry Christmas.”



 
 
Simply telling someone you are from New Jersey doesn’t mean much.
That’s because there are two New Jerseys that have basically nothing to do with each other, and a third that no one cares about.
One is North Jersey, where I live and far too frequently work. It’s identity comes from its proximity to New York. We are a suburb, or client-state, of the big city. We are considered so secondary to Manhattan that even the professional football teams that play on our side of the Hudson are called New York.
The other location is South Jersey, which is to Philadelphia as we are to New York. In the middle is Central Jersey, which is so vague and undefined that I’m not sure why I am even mentioning it.
North Jerseyans and South Jerseyans virtually never interact; we have nothing to do with each other. They cheer for the Phillies, Eagles, Flyers, and Sixers, while we root for the Giants, Yankees, Knicks, Rangers, and so forth. That’s except for my son, Ricky, who roots for Liverpool.
But basically, we represent goodness and purity, and they represent everything that is evil in society.
We don’t even take in-state vacations together. When we go to the shore, which is the New Jersey name for the beach, we go to Asbury Park, Belmar, and the like. They go to Ocean City, Cape May, and so forth. Sometimes we all go to Atlantic City, but we don’t socialize with each other when we do.
So you learn little about someone when they say they’re from Jersey. It’s like being told someone is from Europe; that doesn’t reveal whether they’re sucking down croissants or Wiener schnitzel.
I’m journeying down to the enemy camp today to meet Lieutenant Richard Driscoll of the Camden Police Department, Homicide Division. Corey Douglas arranged it; he called Lieutenant Joy Viola, a Philly cop he’s worked with, and she called Driscoll.
He agreed to see me even though I’m a defense attorney; it’s a cop courtesy thing that I’ve taken advantage of many times.
Lieutenant Driscoll handled the murder case that resulted in Bobby testifying against his former pals. I’m hoping he can give me enough background to enable me to stop wandering aimlessly through this investigation.
Turnpike traffic turns it into a three-hour drive and I’m late when I arrive. I would know this even without looking at my watch because the first thing that Driscoll says when I walk into his office is “You’re late.”
“Sorry about that; I thought I left plenty of time.”
“You didn’t.”
Lieutenant Driscoll looks to be in his fifties. He’s probably been doing this for many years and has had plenty of time to develop a dislike for defense attorneys. I’m certainly not going to change that.
“Okay, now that we have that cleared up, I want to talk about—”
“Bobby Klaster,” he says. In doing so, he identified himself as both a sentence finisher and someone who wants this conversation to be quick.
I nod. “Among other things. What can you tell me about the murders that caused Bobby to wind up in witness protection?”
“What do you know about it?”
“Two people went into a convenience store, Bobby was the driver who waited outside. They shot the owner, Lester Dominguez, and a customer, apparently because the owner was behind on protection payments and may have owed some gambling debts.”
He nods. “Mostly right. We were never able to confirm the part about the protection payments or the gambling. They took some money out of the cash register, but that wasn’t what it was about. I think they were just trying to make it look like a burglary, but it was a lame attempt.
“The victim’s wife denied that her husband was involved with those people, but it made sense, and it didn’t matter either way. We didn’t need a motive.”
“Did the owner or customer resist?”
“No. They just stood there and each took three bullets. There was nothing they could do. It was an execution for no good reason.”
“Who was the customer?”
“A local guy, Steven Anthony, a bureaucrat … worked for the Port Authority if I remember correctly. He was on his way home from work; he frequently stopped at that store to buy milk or bread, whatever his wife said they needed. If they hadn’t run out of bread or something, he’d still be alive.”
“So the two guys got convicted?”
“Yeah, because of your client and some forensics we found later, once your client gave us a road map. They copped a plea, which I didn’t expect. Guys like that usually fight until the end.”
“Were they both members of the same gang?”
“Yeah, the Cobras. Guys named Johnny Luko and Donnie Briggs. Briggs was the surprising one.”
“Why?”
“He was in leadership in the gang, which meant he was usually above personally doing something like this. Maybe somebody called in sick that day.”
“Are they still in prison?”
“No, unless they’re buried in the exercise yard. Remember that riot when four inmates were killed? They were two of them.”
“Were they targeted in there?”
Driscoll shrugs. “I have no idea, but I doubt it. Their gang was part of the Giordano family, and guys like that aren’t usually messed with.” Giordano is the Philadelphia crime boss that Bobby told me about.
“Was there a video security camera in the store?”
He nods. “Yes, the guys were wearing masks, but we had a pretty good idea who they were. Then your client came forward, so it ultimately didn’t matter. He put them away; without him the two creeps might have walked.”
“Can I get a copy of the video?”
“Why?”
“It may come up in the trial, so I need to have seen it.”
“Sure, it’s part of the public record. I’ll email it to you.”
I write out my email address as I ask, “What is Tony Giordano’s involvement in all this?”
“The gang came under his umbrella; Briggs was actually rumored to be a Giordano favorite, which is one of the reasons why Klaster had to go into the program. Giordano’s not a big fan of witnesses who send his people away.”
“Why did Giordano want to move into Camden?”
“That’s an interesting question. But I don’t know the answer to it.”
“What did you think of Bobby Klaster?”
“That he was basically okay, but got involved with the wrong people and didn’t have the kind of parents or role models who would set him straight. No excuse, he’s responsible for his own actions, and some people in his situation become doctors, you know? Of course, some become lawyers, so things don’t always work out.”
I nod. “Been there, done that.”
“But once they go down the wrong road, it’s hard to turn around. He finally did.… I don’t know the circumstances of your case, but I don’t see him as a killer. But then you never know.”
Driscoll looks at his watch, a less than subtle gesture, since he’s not wearing one. Maybe his wrist can tell time. “We almost done here? I’ve got bad guys to catch.”
“Almost done. What about Roland Banks? Where did he fit in?”
“That’s an interesting question. Back when the murders happened, he was in leadership, but not at the top. Since then he seemed to have worked his way up and was a serious player.”
“Any idea what he was doing in Paterson?”
“Now how the hell could I know that?”
I shrug. “I took a shot. So let me take another one. If they found out where Bobby was, does it make sense that Banks would have been the one they sent to kill him?”
“Not likely; not at this point. They would have sent lower-level soldiers. And it definitely would not have been a one-person job; they don’t like even odds.”
“Thanks. You’ve really been helpful.”
“I can’t tell you how that thrills me.”



 
 
The drive back from Camden only takes about two hours, a thoroughly pleasant surprise.
It gives me a chance to think about what Driscoll told me. I learned a lot. None of it is anything I can take into court and present to a jury, but it certainly helps me create a road map for where this is going.
For one thing, I understand even more clearly the jeopardy Bobby placed himself in by testifying. That one of the people who went to jail as a result, Donnie Briggs, was so high up in the gang, it would have made their thirst for revenge that much greater.
Of course, I won’t be able to question Briggs or the other killer in the store, Johnny Luko. According to Driscoll, they both died in the prison riot.
Most interesting to me is that Banks, in deference to his position in the gang hierarchy, would have been an unlikely guy to be sent to kill Bobby.
On the other hand, they also sent Donnie Briggs to the convenience store, which resulted in his conviction and ultimately his death in prison. So perhaps leadership in the gang, as evidenced by the cases of both Banks and Briggs, does not insulate those leaders from doing the gang’s dirty work.
I’m not even sure I should think about it as a gang anymore; they seem to have been part of the Giordano crime family. A wholly owned subsidiary.
Driscoll’s comment that they would have sent more than one guy to take out Bobby is interesting. We know from the motel guy, Alex Castro, that two people were with Banks, and a third showed up later on. Were they after Bobby and then had a falling-out and killed their partner, Banks?
Could it be that the plan all along was to kill Banks and to frame Bobby for it? Why would they have done it that way? Why would they have to get both of them out of the way?
I must admit that I’m pleased by Driscoll’s view that Bobby is unlikely to be a murderer. Cops generally don’t like when the bad guys get off, even for flipping on their colleagues. Bobby, as the getaway driver, would have gone down for sure, and Driscoll did not seem to resent that he got away.
I’m a bit curious about the murder in the convenience store, the event that started all this. It doesn’t necessarily relate to Bobby’s case here in Paterson; in fact, it probably doesn’t. But at this point in an investigation I don’t generally like to make decisions about what is relevant and what isn’t. I like to gather as much information as I can, just in case.
I go to the jail on the way home to speak to Bobby. He can certainly tell me more about what happened that day in the store, but that’s not the only reason I stop. I also like to visit my clients as much as possible; they’re generally scared, and seeing their lawyer reassures them that somebody cares and is looking out for their interests.
Once he’s brought into the room, I ask him to tell me in detail what happened the day the murders were committed.
“I wasn’t told very much,” he says. “I was just the driver. The three of us were in a car; it was a black SUV. We waited about a block away from the store; it was in a strip mall. My understanding was that the store owner hadn’t paid his protection money. And there might have been some gambling debts.”
“What were you waiting for?”
“A phone call. Donnie Briggs and Luko were with me, and Donnie got a call. When he hung up, he just said something like, ‘Let’s go.’”
“Why the phone call? Why did you need the okay to go in?”
Bobby shrugs. “I guess someone was just confirming that the owner was in. We wouldn’t want to show up if there was just some kid working the counter. I was glad to get it over with; it was the third day we were there; the owner apparently hadn’t been coming in.”
“Was an operation like this unusual?”
“Yes and no. We strong-armed guys like this all the time; I thought it was just another collection run. But I was surprised that Briggs was with us; he usually gave orders instead of executing them. And it was certainly unusual that people wound up dead.”
“Why?”
“Because dead people can’t pay protection money or gambling debts. We’re trying to scare them, maybe mess them up a little. But maybe the goal this time was to send a message to other people. I watched the whole thing through the window; it was horrible.”
“When they got back in the car, was there any talk about it having gone wrong?”
“No, they seemed fine with how it went down. I was stunned; I couldn’t believe what I had seen.”
“Did they make any comment about a customer being in there?”
“No. Not that I remember. These were not the kind of guys to be conscience-stricken, you know? Collateral damage was not a concern.”
“Did you know Briggs and Luko were killed in prison?”
Bobby nods. “Yeah, I read about it. I can’t say I felt guilty for having put them there; they deserved whatever they got.”
“Who would have wanted them dead?”
“I’m afraid I don’t know that, but someone like Briggs especially would have made a lot of enemies. He caused a lot of pain to a lot of people. Maybe Luko bought it because he and Briggs were close.”
“Okay.” I stand up.
“Jake and Sasha?”
I smile. “Doing great. That’s two outstanding dogs you’ve got there.”



 
 
Alex Castro heard the noise while he was having lunch in his house.
Castro was not exactly a gourmet cook, and he didn’t care much about food anyway. For him it was just something to fill him up, so he spent as little time as possible in preparation.
Often he just ordered in, but that was pretty expensive, and his job at the Pioneer Motor Inn wasn’t exactly lucrative. He had the $500 from the lawyer, but he wasn’t going to waste it on food. So on this day he made himself a frozen pizza, which satisfied all the requirements. It was cheap, and fast, and filling.
The sound seemed to be coming from outside, either the backyard or driveway. He looked out the window and saw the source: the side door to the garage was open and the wind was causing it to bang against the garage wall.
Alex didn’t care that much about the noise; it would have been fine with him to put up with it for the two and a half hours until he went to work. But the garage was heated; it had to be so that the pipes wouldn’t freeze. With the door open, Alex would be sending that heat out into the open air, which was a ridiculous waste of money.
So he went out the back to close the open garage door. He didn’t even put on his coat because he would only be outside for a matter of seconds.
Or so he thought.
He left the house, and before he could take two steps toward the garage, he felt a hand on his shoulder. The grip was powerful and it turned him around, so that he was face-to-face with the man that had grabbed him. Two other men were standing on either side of him.
His name was Luther Mercado, and he was smiling.
“Remember us, Alex?”



 
 
When I leave the jail, I make a quick U-turn because I’m going to stop at my office and pick up any new discovery that might have arrived.
As I drive down the street, I notice an SUV parked with a man sitting behind the wheel.
Laurie and Corey have both taught me to be alert to my surroundings, and I think it’s possible that I saw this same car, also with a man in it, outside the police station in Camden.
I had noticed it because it was at the end of a long line of parked police cars. It flashed through my mind that the guy beyond the wheel might be waiting for a cop to come out, possibly for a sinister reason, but I didn’t think much about it. And it certainly was not something that rose to the level of my reporting it.
But I did notice it.
I have no idea if this is the same car and same guy, and the overwhelming likelihood is that it isn’t. But I need to find out, if only for my peace of mind.
I drive down the street looking in the rearview mirror. Sure enough, the car makes its own U-turn to head in the same direction as me. I now think this guy is following me, and he’s not very good at it. If I detected him, without any reason to be looking, he might as well have had a flashing neon sign on top of his car saying I’M FOLLOWING ANDY CARPENTER.
But it could also mean he’s not worried about me discovering him, which is concerning in itself. When I am working on a murder case, I tend to worry about being murdered.
I call Laurie. “I think there’s someone tailing me. I saw them in Camden and I see them here.”
Most people would say something like “Are you sure?” or say it seems unlikely, but Laurie is not one of those people. Laurie reacts quickly and doesn’t take chances. She assumes the worst because that is the best way to avoid it. “Where are you?”
“Just left the jail and heading to my office.”
“Hold on.”
I hear her talking on another phone, probably her cell, and she comes back on. “What kind of car?”
“I have no idea. A dark SUV. The guy driving is wearing sunglasses.”
She tells me to hold on again and eventually says, “Marcus will meet you at the office. Park in the lot and walk to the office, but don’t get to the lot until I call and tell you that Marcus is in place.”
“I should just drive around? Maybe I should stop somewhere?”
“Either way; just try not to make it obvious that you know you’re being followed. And whatever you do, don’t get out of the car until I call you.”
“Okay.”
I drive slowly, but don’t want to make so many turns that it will look obvious that I’m stalling. I head for the post office about ten blocks away and pull in the lot. I pretend to pull up to the outside mailbox to put in a letter, though it’s all a fake. I don’t see how anyone can tell from a distance that I’m not mailing anything.
After that I take a roundabout way toward the office, making sure I stop at every light I can. I wave people in front of me when the opportunity presents itself.
In one case I don’t get a return wave of thanks, which always annoys the hell out of me. What’s the sense in doing something nice if you don’t get praised for it?
Finally my cell phone rings and Laurie says, “Marcus is in place. Park in your lot and walk to the office. Then go upstairs and wait.”
“Wait for what?”
“Whatever comes next.”
I do as she says; I park in the outdoor lot and walk the half block to my office. It’s hard to walk and cringe at the same time, and I don’t think cringing would help stop a bullet, but I can’t help it.
I don’t see the other car, but it would probably be behind me and I don’t want to turn around to look. It’s easy to follow orders because in situations like this I trust Marcus, and I trust Laurie, and I don’t trust me.
I reach my building and safety; it’s past 6:00 P.M. so the first-floor fruit stand is closed. I go up the stairs and enter my office. I leave the door closed, but unlocked. I don’t go to the window because I remember what happened at Michael Corleone’s house in Lake Tahoe.
And now I wait.



 
 
Ten minutes later, which feels like ten hours later, the door opens.
The first person to walk through it is not Marcus; I think it’s the guy in the car, minus his sunglasses.
Actually, it’s not correct to say he “walks” through the door. He sort of half runs / half staggers, no doubt pushed from behind. That push was done with such force that he goes across the room and crashes into the wall, though he is able to put his hands up to cushion the blow.
He is a very big guy; he probably has three inches and thirty pounds on Marcus. That doesn’t seem to have been a significant factor in their interactions to this point.
He turns around, and I say, “Sit down.”
He looks around, sees a chair, and moves toward it.
“Not there. On the floor.”
He stares a dagger at me and sits down on the floor.
“Why were you following me?”
“I wasn’t following you. This is bullshit.”
I point to Marcus. “Have you met Marcus Clark?”
He looks over at Marcus and nods slightly and grudgingly, but doesn’t say anything.
“Let’s start over. What’s your name?”
“Kenny.”
“Kenny what?”
“Hawkins.”
“Kenny, here’s the situation; try to follow along, although following doesn’t seem to be your specialty. You can spend the rest of the night one of two ways, and it will all be decided in the next few minutes. You can drive home without any broken bones, no fractured skull, completely intact. Or I can leave you alone with Marcus.
“And the best news of all is that you get to make the decision. Okay? We clear?”
“Yeah.”
“Why were you following me?”
“A guy told me to.”
“What guy?”
“His name is Luther; I don’t know his last name.”
“Don’t annoy us, Kenny. What is Luther’s last name?”
“Mercado. If he finds out I told you that, I’m a dead man.”
“At this point we have no reason to tell him anything, but that could change depending on what you have to say. Is Luther in the Cobras?”
Kenny, if that’s his real name, does a double take, but finally says, “Yeah.” Then, “If he finds out I talked to you, I’m dead. You understand?”
“You seem very focused on that. But thanks for giving me even more leverage.”
“What?”
“Never mind. Why did Luther order you to follow me?”
“He didn’t tell me, and I don’t ask questions.”
“Kenny…”
“I’m telling you the truth; he just said to follow you and tell him where you go.”
“When did you start?”
“A few days ago.”
“And you’ve been reporting in to him?”
“Yeah; twice a day.”
“How long was this supposed to go on?”
“He didn’t say.”
I have nowhere else to go with this; I believe him that he was just following me because he was told to. I ask Marcus if he has anything else, and he shakes his head.
“Okay, get out of here,” I say. “But if I catch you anywhere near me again, you will no longer occupy a place on this planet.” I’m a real tough guy when I’m with Marcus.
“What am I gonna tell Luther?”
“I don’t care. Tell him we’re coming for him.” I know he won’t do that because he won’t dare reveal to Luther that we caught on to him. He’ll make up some excuse for not following me anymore.
As Kenny starts to leave the office, I realize something that starts as dread and includes a sick-to-my-stomach feeling. “Kenny, did you follow me to a motel the other night?”
“Yeah. The Pioneer.”
“Did you report that to Luther?”
“Yeah, I report everything.”
“What did you tell him?”
“That you and two other guys”—he points to Marcus—“he was one of them, spoke to the desk guy for a while. His name is Alex Castro.”
“How did you know his name?”
“Luther told me to find out, so I did.”
This is horrible news.



 
 
Marcus comes with me in my car, and I call Sam once we’re on the road.
“Sam, there’s a guy named Alex Castro … he works at the Pioneer Motor Inn in Garfield. That’s all I know about him. Can you get me his phone number and home address?”
“Sure. You want me to call you back?”
“Please. ASAP.”
Neither Marcus nor I say a word during the twenty-minute drive to the Pioneer Motor Inn. I think he’s as afraid as I am at what we’re going to find there, or more accurately who we’re not going to find.
Alex Castro.
We park by the reception building and I jump out and run inside. I’m hoping Alex will be behind the desk, but I’m not surprised to see that he isn’t. Instead it’s a woman, probably midfifties. She’s reading a paperback book and looks up in surprise at my rushed entrance.
“Can I help you?” she says, a little warily.
“I’m looking for Alex Castro.”
She frowns. “Join the club. He hasn’t come in for the last two days, which is why I’m stuck here.”
“Have you called him?”
She nods. “Not answering his cell phone; it goes right to voice mail. He used to be reliable; I can’t get decent help anymore.”
I’m not interested in her problems and I’m about to ask for Alex’s phone number and address when Sam calls with that information. Alex lives in Garfield, just about five minutes from the motel. I don’t bother calling; Marcus and I just head over there.
Alex lives in a small house at the far end of a dead-end street. A car is in the driveway, but no lights are on in the house. We jump out of the car and run up the three steps to the front door.
I ring the bell a few times but there’s no response. I pound on the door, and Marcus does as well. Marcus pounds harder than me; people should be able to hear it blocks away. But there’s no response or noticeable movement inside the house. It’s a bad sign.
I’m not sure what to do next; we might have to break in. I turn the knob and am surprised to find that the door is open. Another bad sign. We go in.
What we find confirms that bad signs come in threes. We search the house and do not find Alex or anyone else. There is also no indication of violence of any kind.
Everything looks completely normal, which is the problem. There is no indication that Alex intentionally left; his closet and clothing drawers are relatively full. Dirty dishes are in the sink, and a plate with a half-eaten muffin is on the kitchen table.
All these, added to the fact that the door was unlocked, he’s not answering his cell phone, and he uncharacteristically stopped coming to work, are ominous indicators.
Then I see the reason he is not answering his cell phone; it is on the kitchen table. I look at it and see that it’s dead; the charge must have run out.
In my mind that clinches it. Alex Castro did not go on vacation; he is not shacking up with a girlfriend; and he is not on a camping trip with buddies.
I believe that Alex Castro is dead.
He is dead because he was told by the people with Roland Banks at the motel not to talk to anyone about what he saw. He is dead because I threatened him and forced him to disobey those orders. He is dead because Kenny Hawkins saw him talking to us and reported that to his boss, a piece of garbage named Luther Mercado.
There is no way around it, no way to spin it so it feels better.
Alex Castro is dead because of me.



 
 
“You did nothing wrong, Andy.”
Laurie is about ten minutes into her doomed effort to make me feel better about Alex Castro. “You’re investigating a case, doing what you can to help your client. That’s your obligation.”
“I threatened him; I forced him to talk. Lawyers are supposed to threaten people with lawsuits and depositions, not with Marcus Clark.”
“That may be true, but it completely doesn’t matter.”
“Come on, Laurie.”
“No, I’m serious. The guy who followed you, Kenny, saw you talking to Alex Castro, and he reported it to his boss. But he didn’t hear what you said or, more importantly, what Alex said. So Alex gave you some information, but Kenny didn’t know that, and he couldn’t report that. If Alex had told you and Marcus and Corey to shove it, the result would have been the same.”
She’s right, of course, which is why I’m not interested in hearing it. I do not want to feel better about this.
She continues, “The bottom line is you went to talk to a witness. If something bad happened to him subsequently, and we don’t know for sure that it did, you still did not do anything wrong. Are you going to stop interviewing witnesses now?”
“Believe me, I wish I could.”
“How about this? How about instead of feeling sorry for ourselves, we focus on getting revenge on the people who did this?”
“I’d rather multitask and do both.”
She smiles. “Okay, whatever you say. Now, what do we know?”
“Very little.”
She nods, but is getting frustrated with me. “Okay, then what do we think? Let’s focus on that.”
“We think that the men with Roland Banks at the motel that night killed him and set Bobby up for it. We think that the same people, or at least members of the same conspiracy, killed Alex Castro because they saw him talking to me. We also know that Roland Banks was fairly high up in the group, and Lieutenant Driscoll expressed surprise that he would have been sent to deal with Bobby.”
“Okay, good,” she says. “What don’t we know?”
“How much time do you have?”
“As much as we need.”
“We don’t know how they knew Bobby was in Paterson; we don’t know why they would set him up rather than kill him; we don’t know why they were so afraid of what Alex Castro might have said to me; we don’t know what Roland Banks was doing here; we don’t know why Banks got killed.… I could go on, but I’m getting even more depressed.”
“So we know what questions we have to answer.” Laurie has a way of turning a negative into a positive.
“Yes, we do.”
“Before we start answering them, there is the issue of your safety,” she says.
“What about my safety?”
“If they killed Alex Castro for talking to you, they might want to go after you for hearing what he had to say.”
“Apples and oranges. Alex was unique in that he was the only one who saw those guys, and the only one who could testify to it and possibly identify them. Killing him cuts off that possibility.
“I’m just the lawyer. My guess is that these guys have some familiarity with the criminal justice system, and they would know that if I left the scene, another lawyer would take my place. And I would have already shared anything Alex told me with colleagues. In fact, two of those colleagues, Marcus and Corey, were there when Alex was doing the talking.”
“True.”
“And killing me would focus attention on the case, and they would not want that. It would also annoy the hell out of me.”
“So you don’t want Marcus watching out for you?”
“No, we need him investigating.”
“There is still a very good chance that they’ll keep following you. Just because you sent Kenny home doesn’t mean they’ll lose interest in what you’re doing.”
“That’s fine. If I see them, Marcus and I can deal with it.”
She smiles. “‘Marcus and I’?”
“Yes, we’re a team, a well-oiled machine. Marcus does the physical work and I’m the brains behind the operation.”
“What do you want Corey doing?”
“I was about to get to that. I think Corey should spend some time in Camden. Whatever is going on is taking place down there, or in Philadelphia. He needs to start digging there, and I’ll go down when there’s a reason to.”
“Okay.”
“Also, he knows a homicide cop down in Philadelphia; she set up the meeting with Driscoll of the Camden police. He should talk to her and find out what he can about Tony Giordano.”
“I’ll tell him,” she says.
“In the meantime, you and I are going on a little trip, just the two of us.”
“Where to?”
“Pennington Park.”



 
 
Pennington Park is one of the places where I failed to achieve athletic excellence in my youth.
I haven’t achieved any in my adulthood either, but I don’t feel as bad about that because I’ve stopped trying.
I was in a number of baseball leagues back in the day, and we played our games at Eastside Park, Totowa Oval, and Pennington Park. Pennington is pretty far from where I lived, which is where I still live, but somehow a parent was always around to drive us. Those were simple days.
Pennington Park is not particularly large or beautiful; there is no chance it will be confused with Yosemite or Yellowstone. But I do have great memories that reside there.
Unfortunately, the park was badly damaged in a storm a number of years back, and Paterson has only recently raised the money for a restoration project, which is ongoing. While that is in progress, little normal activity is going on, so it is an excellent location for body dumping.
This is where Roland Banks’s body was found by a laborer who had been working on the restoration. And it’s where Laurie and I are this morning. We always visit the murder scene when we’re involved in a case. It helps us get a feel for the big picture, more so than relying on the detailed photography that the police always take.
In this case, we actually have no idea where the murder scene is, nor do the police. The forensic people are positive that it did not take place at Pennington; that Banks was killed elsewhere and his body dumped here. I have no reason to doubt them, so in lieu of visiting the actual scene, this is our second-best option.
The body was found weeks ago, so there is no longer a police presence here. No tape, no chalk marks, nothing. It has also rained a few times since then, so there is nothing for the cops to protect anymore. The scene is as it would have been if the murder hadn’t happened; there’s not even a plaque saying ROLAND BANKS SLEPT HERE.
We only know where the body was found by the photographs in the discovery, so we walk there. It’s not a long walk.
“They obviously were fine with the body being discovered quickly,” Laurie says when we arrive at the spot. “That was probably what they were counting on.”
I nod. “Plenty of places they could have put it where it might not have been noticed for a while. That includes underground, or in the Passaic River, but if there was no body, then there’s no way to get Bobby arrested for murder.”
“How long did you say Banks was dead before he was found?”
“Coroner couldn’t determine it, except to say that it was at least two days. Maybe more.”
“So where did they keep the body?” Laurie asks, not expecting an answer, because there’s no way I could know.
“That’s one of the many unanswered questions. Along with why they kept it so long.”
“Well, let’s try to answer them,” she says. “I think they kept it a while because they needed time to plant his blood and the gun, to implicate Bobby.”
I nod. “Makes sense.”
“And I think they kept him somewhere near here.”
“Why?”
“Because otherwise why leave him here? If they wanted him found quickly, they could have left him anywhere. They could have left him on the steps at City Hall. But they were near here, so it was easy.”
“Also makes sense. And if I wasn’t so stupid, we might already know where they kept him.”
“What do you mean?”
“Come on, I’ll tell you on the way home.”
We get in the car, but instead of telling her, I call Sam Willis and let Laurie listen in. “Sam, I’ve got a couple of jobs for you.”
“Talk to me.”
“The Pioneer motel in Garfield. When I get home, I’ll call you with the exact dates, but Banks and two other people were staying there. At some point a fourth person arrived on the scene, but I don’t know if he stayed there. That room was not exactly a presidential suite.”
“So what do you need?” Sam asks.
“I want to know what other cell phones were there during that period. Then once we determine that, I want to know where those other phones went. I suspect they’d be near Pennington Park.”
Sam can get into the phone company computers and trace the GPS signals in almost all cell phones. But he once told me that to find out which phones are in a certain area, without knowing the numbers he is looking for, he has to infiltrate the cell tower records.
It’s a trickier problem, but nothing he can’t handle. Sam is to hacking as Marcus is to toughness.
“It’s a motel, Andy. There would have been a lot of phones that have nothing to do with what you’re looking for.”
“I don’t think so. The place is a dump, and there were very few cars there the times I was there. But most importantly, it’s not the kind of place you go on vacation. I doubt many people were there multiple days like our guys; I have a feeling most people are there for an hour or two.”
“Okay, I’ll get right on it. You said you had a couple of jobs for me.”
“Right. There’s a guy named Nick Citrin, from Camden. I don’t know anything about him other than he was in the Cobras with Bobby Klaster, so they’re probably a similar age. Bobby sees him as a friend.”
“What about him?”
“I need his phone number.”
“I’m on it.”
“Thanks, Sam. Call me when you have something.”
I hang up. “You want to stop for something to eat?”
Laurie shakes her head. “I can’t. I need to get home and start cooking.”
“Why?”
“Tomorrow is Christmas, Andy.”
“Uh-oh. Why didn’t you tell me?”
She smiles. “It’s the same date every year, Andy. I’ve been playing Christmas music for two months, and there are Christmas lights everywhere. You were doling out eggnog a few weeks ago.”
“Those reminders were too subtle.” I take a deep breath as a realization hits me. “I might as well confront this head-on: I did not remember to get gifts for you and Ricky.”
“I took care of it. I knew you were wrapped up in the case, so I got presents for Ricky from both of us.”
“What about you?”
“I bought something for myself from you. It’s lovely; you have very good taste.” Then, “But you really shouldn’t have spent that much money.”
I shrug. “You know me; I’m a generous guy.”



 
 
When it comes to cooking, Laurie is a big-game player.
She’s like the professional athlete who is just average during the regular season, but rises to the occasion and becomes a star in the playoffs. Laurie’s versions of the cooking playoffs are Thanksgiving and Christmas.
She makes about ten different dishes, seven of which I eat and really like. The other three are green, and you could not strap me into a chair and make me swallow them. But Laurie loves them, and she has gotten Ricky to follow her lead. He actually seems to like them.
I have a son who likes vegetables and soccer. What’s next? Cats? Where did I go wrong?
Of course, never let it be said that Andy Carpenter spoiled Christmas, so I don’t complain or try to correct Ricky’s behavior. Even when he comments on how good the brussels sprouts are, I fill my mouth with mashed potatoes to stop myself from saying anything.
After we eat, it’s time to open presents. Ricky likes it that way; he says that if we open the gifts first thing in the morning, then there’s less to look forward to. Other than the brussels sprouts, I guess.
The gift opening is a bit unusual as it is the first that I am learning what gifts I bought. It turns out that I got Ricky some video games, but the main gift was an actual drone.
I got Laurie a necklace. I must say that it reflects both my generosity and good taste. I’m afraid to ask just how generous I was.
Christmas Day, at least in my mind, has become notable for there being five NBA games spread out all day, and they are always excellent matchups. Unfortunately, I’m not going to get to see much of them because I’m heading for the jail.
I’m going for two reasons. One is because on a holiday like this, I want my client to know that he is not forgotten. I can see where this would be a tough day for him to be stuck in there, worrying if he will always be stuck in there.
My other reason is that I have some specific questions for him, and I want to play the video I got from Lieutenant Driscoll of the convenience store shooting.
I don’t see any other lawyers in the waiting area before I’m brought back to see Bobby; obviously, few lawyers possess the inherent goodness of Andy Carpenter.
Once Bobby comes in, he wishes me a merry Christmas, then asks the obligatory questions about how the case is going and if we have achieved any breakthroughs.
I answer in my typically noncommittal fashion and then take out my iPad. “I’ve got the security video of the killings in the convenience store. I want to show it to you.”
“I’ve seen it; the police showed it to me while I was telling them my story. And I saw it happen live through the glass front of the store. It’s absolutely awful.”
“I haven’t seen it yet, but I want you to tell me who is who.”
“Does this have anything to do with our current situation?”
“Only if the judge lets the prosecution put it into evidence. I doubt he will, but if he does, I want to be prepared.”
Bobby nods. “Okay.”
I start the video. We’re looking at the inside of the store, which looks like every other convenience store in America. The picture quality is quite good and includes most of the store.
I see the clerk behind the counter, and I know from Bobby that he is also the store owner, and the man who was said to be behind on protection payments and gambling debts. He is sitting on what appears to be a stool and looks bored. He obviously has no idea that he is about to lose his life.
I don’t see the customer who was also killed, but it’s possible he hasn’t come in yet or is in one of the aisles and blocked off from the camera.
The door is also not in the camera view, but it must have opened because suddenly two men are in the picture. They’re both wearing masks, and I can see the clerk stiffen and stand up as he sees them. I know from both Bobby and Lieutenant Driscoll that they are Johnny Luko and Donnie Briggs.
Also, for the first time I see the customer, who has just walked out of one of the aisles, holding some item in his hand, and is heading for the counter to pay for it.
I stop the video. “Tell me who the players are.”
Bobby points. “That’s Luko and that’s Briggs.”
“And Briggs was a high-ranking member of the gang, and higher than Luko?”
Bobby nods. “Easily. Like I said, I was surprised he was part of this operation. He usually gave the orders rather than carrying them out.”
I start the video again. The guy that Bobby identified as Luko walks up to the clerk and fires three shots into his chest, blowing him back into the wall. There was no hesitation and no apparent conversation, although there is no audio on the tape. But there was obviously no effort to get him to pay up; the purpose of this was murder.
Briggs, the leader, sees the customer and walks toward him. It seems like the customer says something, though I can’t be sure. He puts up his hands in a futile defensive gesture, but Briggs also doesn’t hesitate and fires three bullets into him. He’s knocked back into a stand of what looks like canned goods, and he and the cans go crashing down together.
This cold-blooded murder makes no sense. They had no previous issue with the customer, and the masks would have made it impossible for the customer to identify them. But they weren’t taking any chances.
Bobby was right; it was awful.
“I’m glad you came forward and put these guys away,” I say.
Bobby nods. “They both got what they deserved.”
“I want to talk to you about Briggs. He and Banks were on a similar level?”
“Briggs was even higher, but they were both in leadership.”
“I’m wondering if his murder in prison and the Banks killing might be somehow connected. Any idea who would have wanted Briggs dead?”
Bobby shrugs. “No. Maybe some other convict that he pissed off. When they’re already in for a long time, another sentence for murder isn’t that much of a deterrent. Did they catch whoever did it?”
“I’m not sure; some inmates were charged and convicted, but there was general chaos so it was hard to know who did what, or why. By the time all this happened, Tony Giordano was in control of the gang?”
“Definitely.”
“Guys in prison who are at a high level working for people like Giordano are usually safe. Nobody would dare touch them. But Briggs seems not to have been under this blanket of protection. And Giordano never got any sort of revenge.”
“So you think Giordano might have okayed Briggs getting killed?”
“I don’t know, but it’s possible. He could even have ordered it. Would he have had reason to?”
“I just couldn’t say, Andy. That was way above my pay grade, and a lot of time has passed since then.”
“Okay, let’s talk about pay grade. You say Banks was pretty high up?”
“A lot higher than me.”
“You think he was here to kill you?”
Bobby thinks for a moment. “No, I don’t think so. That’s not how they would do it. They would have sent lower-level guys. Banks might have supervised them, but he could have done that from a distance.”
“But Briggs went to the convenience store. That’s an example of an even higher-level person doing the dirty work.”
Bobby nods. “True. I can’t explain that.”
“Who is Luther Mercado?” I don’t want to tell Bobby at this point about my being followed by Kenny, who had to report my movements back to Mercado. I believe that Mercado ordered the murder of the motel worker, Alex Castro. Which means I will get back at Mercado no matter what I have to do.
Bobby doesn’t hesitate. “He’s the top guy in the Cobras. He’s violent and unpredictable; a truly scary guy.”
“He was above Donnie Briggs and Banks?”
“Definitely. He made the deal with Giordano that allowed Giordano to move in. Some of the members were not happy about it, but Mercado doesn’t put things up to a vote. I’m sure he made a lot of money off of it.”
“Why would Giordano have wanted control over your gang?”
Bobby frowns in his frustration. “I’m sorry, I can’t explain that either. Maybe he just wanted to expand his territory? We certainly presented no threat to him, and we didn’t represent big money.” Then, “I wish I could answer these questions.”
“We’ll get there. We’ll get there.” I stand to leave. “Merry Christmas. Jake and Sasha send their love.”
Bobby smiles. “What did they get for Christmas?”
“Designer biscuits. Laurie went all out.”



 
 
Davis and Moore Flooring is probably going to have to look at renaming itself.
Jalen Davis and Derek Moore founded the company, which led to the obvious but not so clever name. Of course, it has now been discovered that Derek Moore does not exist. Not that it’s a big deal; Davis and Klaster should work just as well. That’s if Klaster ever comes back to the business.
I’m here at their Passaic office; this was the first one they opened. They’ve since expanded to Paterson, but the founders kept their offices in Passaic, since it’s the larger one.
I’m here to speak with Davis, Bobby’s partner, but not because he’s a significant player in our case. It’s more like I’m checking a box and hopefully lining up a potential character witness.
A small showroom is in the front of the store, and someone who obviously works here is talking to a couple in the far corner of the room. They are looking at what appear to be tile samples, and the worker is explaining the benefits of these particular tiles.
He sees me standing near the door and waves me in, then motions that he won’t be long. Sure enough, a few minutes later the couple leave, apparently without buying anything.
The worker comes over to me, smiling. “Jalen Davis. You must be Andy Carpenter?”
“I must be. They weren’t impressed by the tiles?”
“There are two types of people that come in, buyers and shoppers. They are shoppers; they’ll either take years to make a decision or go to Home Depot and try and get the same tiles cheaper.”
“Are they cheaper there?”
Another smile. “Of course.” Then, “Come on back to my office.”
I follow him back to an office that makes mine feel like Yankee Stadium; there is barely room for a desk and one chair. “Pretty spacious, huh?” he asks.
“Very. You should put a hot tub and maybe a pool table in here.”
He laughs. “That’s the plan.” Then, “Are you going to be able to help Derek?”
“Bobby.”
“I know, I’m trying to get used to that. It might take a while.”
“He never told you about his background?”
“Actually, he did. We were very open with each other. I had some issues in my past that I shared with him. We decided that if we were going to be partners, we needed to lay it all on the table. So we bonded over our misspent youth.”
I’m surprised that Bobby told him about the witness protection program, and I wonder who else he told. Even though Davis was his partner and could probably be trusted, it was still careless.
“How’s business?” I ask.
“Good. Better than good. We’re hoping to open more stores on a franchise basis.”
“People always need floors. They have to stand somewhere.”
He laughs. “Very true. We’ve developed a new process to refinish hardwood floors that’s really amazing. It truly makes them look like new.”
Is he trying to sell me? “Our dogs prefer carpeting … softer and less slippery.”
“I understand. What can I do for you?”
“Not much, at least right now. I just wanted to meet you, and to alert you that there is a chance I’ll call you as a character witness for Bobby.”
“You can certainly do that. He’s a great partner and friend.”
“Did you ever see any indication that anyone from Bobby’s past had discovered where he had reestablished his life?”
“Not that I can recall. He was really careful.”
“You never had occasion to see Roland Banks?”
“No, I don’t think so. Unless I did and didn’t know it.”
“I understand. That’s basically it; if you think of anything I should know, please give me a call.”
“I will. And give Derek … Bobby … my best. Tell him his office is waiting for him.”
“Is his any bigger?”
Davis laughs. “Actually, we share this one.”



 
 
“I’ve got the phone information from the Pioneer Motor Inn,” Sam says. “There are four phones which might fit.”
“Who did they belong to?”
“Keep in mind, I have no way of knowing what room these people were in; they could have been guests that have nothing to do with this. Except for Banks’s phone, of course.”
“Of course. Who owned the other three?”
“That’s the problem. Two of them were burner phones, so no way to trace ownership. But I do know they were purchased in Camden for cash.”
“Sounds like our boys for sure. What about the fourth one?”
“The fourth one didn’t seem to stay there, but it showed up four times over the period we’re talking about, so I included it. It was also registered in Camden to a guy named Luther Mercado.”
This is a stunner to me. Bobby identified Mercado as the leader of the Cobras, and I believe he’s likely the man who had Alex Castro killed. Now I find out that not only was Banks here with two other men, but Mercado was here as well.
They could not all have been part of a delegation sent to kill Bobby. It does not make sense; there must have been some other motive for them being here.
Also, if they actually did send four gang members of various levels to kill Bobby, they would have killed Bobby. But they never even made the attempt; instead they set him up to take the fall. And they had to kill one of their own, Roland Banks, to create a crime for Bobby to be accused of.
“Do you know where these phones went over the course of the time they were here?”
“Not yet,” Sam says. “I got the numbers through the towers. Now I have to go into the company systems to track the GPS.”
“Okay, let me know what you discover as soon as you can, please.”
“Will do. I also have that phone number you asked me for. Nick Citrin.”
“Great. Give it to me.”
He does, and I hang up and call the number immediately. It’s not that I need to talk to Citrin right away; it’s more that Sam gave me the number while I’m driving, so I can’t write it down. My ability to remember phone numbers maxes out at about ten seconds.
I’m not expecting Citrin to answer. I would never answer a call from a number I don’t know. I don’t even like to answer calls from numbers I do know; I have a general aversion to phone conversations unless they are short and have a specific purpose.
But to my surprise, someone picks up on the third ring. “Hello?”
“Is this Nick Citrin?”
“Who is this?”
“My name is Andy Carpenter.”
“What do you want?
“Are you Nick Citrin?”
There’s a pause. I doubt he’s trying to figure out the correct answer; he must know that he’s either Citrin or he isn’t. He’s probably trying to decide whether to hang up. Finally, “Yeah. That’s me.”
“I’m representing Bobby Klaster.”
“Yeah.” It’s not a question, but more of a confirmation that he knows who I am.
“He considers you a friend.”
“Yeah.”
This guy is quite a conversationalist. “Can we meet and talk? You might be able to help your friend.”
There is a long pause, and he finally says, “I’ll call you back.” Then he hangs up. I assume my number is in his phone because he didn’t ask me for it. Either way I doubt I’ll hear from him again; he sounded wary to the point of being scared.
If he doesn’t follow through and call me back, it will not be a devastating blow. I doubt there is much he can tell me or be willing to. My goal is to learn about the upper echelons of the Cobras and the Giordano crime family, and according to Bobby, Citrin is not high enough to be privy to significant information.
But I live in hope.
I also live on Forty-Second Street in Paterson, and when I get home, four dogs are eager to go on their evening walk. Sebastian has already had his saunter out to the backyard and is taking his after-dinner nap, which usually lasts until breakfast.
We go on a long walk. The more trouble I’m in on a case, the longer the walks we take, to give me more time to think and come up with successful strategies. Based on that, tonight we should be walking to Idaho.
I come up with basically nothing on the walk except for a full plastic bag, so we head home. Laurie is waiting for me on the porch with a strange look on her face.
“You’d better get down to the jail,” she says. “There’s been an incident.”



 
 
I call the jail on my way down there, and I’m told to go to St. Joseph’s Hospital instead. I don’t see it as a positive development.
No one will tell me what happened; the best I can get out of them is that Bobby was taken to the hospital in an emergency.
It’s about a twenty-five-minute drive to the hospital, but it feels a lot longer. When I arrive, I see three police cars by the emergency room entrance. I can’t be sure that their presence is related to Bobby, but it’s a pretty damn good bet.
I just leave my car next to theirs; I’m not in the mood to search for a parking space. When I get inside, four cops are standing off to the side, talking. I go to the desk and say to the receptionist, “I’m Robert Klaster’s lawyer; I’m told he was brought in here on an emergency basis.”
“Are you a family member?” she asks.
“I just told you, I’m his lawyer.”
“I can’t share any information with you. Wait just a moment.”
She goes into the back and comes out with someone who must be her supervisor. She says, “Patient medical information is confidential. I’m sure you understand.”
This pushes me over the edge. “No, actually I don’t understand. You think I’m some scam artist who goes around getting health information on strangers? Now someone better tell me what the hell is going on, or I am going to take this place apart.”
“Andy.” It’s one of the cops; I think his name is Keith. I’ve seen him at a few crime scenes and I know he’s a friend of Laurie’s. “Come with me.”
I follow him to the elevator, and on the way he says, “Your client was poisoned in the jail.”
“How is he?”
“I don’t know; but I think it’s pretty bad.”
“How the hell could this happen?”
Keith shrugs. “That I can’t help you with.”
We get off the elevator on the third floor, and Keith leads me over to a desk. He speaks to a woman who seems to be the head nurse. “This is Andy Carpenter; he is Mr. Klaster’s attorney. He will need to speak to the doctor when he’s available.”
I thank Keith sincerely, and he heads back downstairs after telling me to give Laurie his best. The woman says, “You can wait over there, Mr. Carpenter. Dr. O’Donnell should be available soon.”
It turns out Dr. O’Donnell is not available soon, and it’s forty-five minutes before he comes over and introduces himself. He’s got to be six foot eight; he must have played on the medical school basketball team.
I ask the obvious question. “How is he doing?”
“He’s just come out of surgery; the poison caused a perforation in his abdomen. I would say I am cautiously optimistic; I might have given you a different answer thirty minutes ago.”
“And you’re sure he was poisoned?”
“Most definitely. We’re not yet certain what type of poison, but we should know that within twenty-four hours. In any event, that doesn’t matter now.”
“When can I see him?”
“Hopefully in the morning, depending on his condition. But he’s going to be staying here for a while.”
“Who will monitor his food while he’s here? If they could get to him in protective custody in the jail, they can get to him here a lot easier.”
O’Donnell nods his agreement. “I understand. I’ll speak to the hospital administrator. She can make secure arrangements.”
I shake my head. “Thanks, but let’s both speak to her; lead the way.”
So he does. He takes me down to her office on the main floor, and I come away with a promise that every precaution will be taken. They are not really equipped to deal with this kind of issue, but for now that’s the best I can do. They certainly seem to be sincere, and they understand the seriousness of the situation.
While I can’t do any more here at the hospital, I’m going to do a hell of a lot better than this in court.
I leave, since I can’t see Bobby tonight anyway. On the way home I call Eddie Dowd and ask him to write and file a motion with the court, requesting a hearing ASAP, citing an emergency situation.
I am pissed off that this happened to Bobby, and I’m going to do something about it.
I go home and update Laurie on what happened, and she’s as angry as I am. The jail is not a state prison with hundreds of dangerous inmates; they should have been able to protect Bobby.
I tell her my plan and she completely approves of it, as I knew she would.
“But what I don’t understand is why this happened,” I say.
“What do you mean? I would assume that Giordano or some of his old gang cronies are getting revenge for Bobby’s turning and putting two of them in prison. It’s why he went into the program in the first place.”
“If they wanted to kill him, why set him up for another murder? He would have been easy to take out before all this happened; he would have had no idea they knew his whereabouts or were after him. So instead they waited until he was under guard at the jail? After successfully setting him up for Banks’s murder? How does that make sense?”
“Maybe some people want him dead and some don’t.”
I nod. “Maybe you’re right. It’s just hard to tell the players without a scorecard.”



 
 
The Cozumel departure date for the Castillo Feliz was finally set. It would take six days to travel to Philadelphia.
Once repositioned, it would be ready to take on passengers to begin its normal routes three weeks later. But it would not leave Cozumel until its cargo was loaded.
Jimmy Lantz had been kept apprised of every step of the process, and he informed Tony Giordano immediately. Mercado was no longer involved since intimidation was no longer necessary. What was required was a management type who could make sure that all eventualities were planned for and dealt with. Giordano knew that Lantz, and not Mercado, had that talent.
Crime bosses are not often thought to have financial problems, and Giordano certainly had a significant source of illegal income. But an overwhelming percentage of his wealth would be riding on the Castillo Feliz, and he had been unable to find other backers to join him.
If this operation did not go well, it would be a disaster for Giordano. But if it did succeed, and all indications were that it would, he would then have more money than anyone could ever spend.
The captain of the ship and about half of the skeleton crew were working for Giordano and Lantz, and Lantz would be on board for the entire trip. They were paying the captain and crew more for this one cruise than they ordinarily made on twenty of them.
They didn’t know the details, they didn’t know the cargo, and they didn’t know where the ship would ultimately go. And they did not want to know any of that.
They knew one thing.
All they had to do was look the other way.



 
 
The meeting is in Judge Gettner’s chambers. This is partially because Bobby can’t be here anyway; he’s in the hospital.
Without Bobby there is no necessity to have the meeting in open court. The judge has a court stenographer present for our discussion, so the session is on the record. Eddie Dowd is here with me, and Godfrey has two of his lieutenants.
Court is closed for the Christmas recess, but the judge was willing to come in and hold this hearing because of the urgency I expressed. I doubt he’s happy about it, but I appreciate his willingness to be flexible.
“Okay, counselors, let’s get started. I have your briefs, and since you filed the original motion, Mr. Carpenter, you can have the floor first.”
“Thank you, Your Honor. I know the court and Mr. Godfrey are both aware of what transpired at the jail yesterday. Fortunately, despite the unbelievable incompetence at the jail and the total failure of Mr. Godfrey to successfully follow through on your order for maximum protection, Mr. Klaster is expected to survive.”
I can see Godfrey’s head ready to explode already, which suits me just fine.
“We believe that the only way to ensure Mr. Klaster’s future safety is by granting bail and placing him under house arrest, with electronic monitoring. You did what you could, Your Honor, and we are grateful for it. But it is not enough, and last night is proof of that.”
The judge turns to Godfrey. “Mr. Godfrey?”
“Your Honor, I sincerely regret what happened, but the allegation that we did not follow through on your order is nonsense. We did so; I made the phone calls and sent the documentation personally. There was a failure within the jail system, and an investigation is underway to identify the perpetrators.
“But the reasons for your ordering incarceration have not changed. I have been assured that the administration at the jail will make certain that there are no further problems, and I am confident that we can take them at their word. I am arranging for extra police personnel to be on scene to insure that.”
I shake my head so hard that my neck hurts, but this is no time for subtlety. “Mr. Godfrey’s confidence isn’t particularly comforting or reassuring; I am sure he was confident the last time as well. But Mr. Klaster nearly died because he was wrong and his confidence was misplaced. At this point the only thing I am confident of is that we cannot rely on Mr. Godfrey’s representations.
“Your Honor, we are not suggesting that you give Mr. Klaster his passport, frequent flier miles, and access to a travel agent. We are once again requesting electronically monitored house arrest. And we would go a step further. We would want a permanent police presence outside his house. It would not only prevent him from fleeing, which he has no intention of doing anyway, but it would ensure his safety in a way that Mr. Godfrey cannot.”
Godfrey shakes his head. “Your Honor, he belongs in jail as he awaits trial; your ruling was a correct one.”
Another shake of my head. “Absolutely no one benefits from his being in jail and not under house arrest. No one is safer that way, but he is safer at home.”
“Would the defense be willing to pay for a police officer to be stationed at your client’s house?”
“Your Honor, we believe that should be the prosecution’s responsibility; it is their fault that we are in this situation in the first place. Mr. Godfrey just promised extra police personnel at the jail; he can do the same at Mr. Klaster’s house. But if the defense paying for that security is the only way we can ensure Mr. Klaster’s safety, then, yes, we would be willing to bear that burden.”
Judge Gettner nods. “Very well. I am going to issue an order granting bail in the amount of two hundred and fifty thousand dollars. Mr. Klaster will be confined to house arrest, electronically monitored. There will be an officer outside his house, or inside if conditions warrant. The cost will be borne equally between the county and the defense. Thank you, gentlemen, that will be all.”
Godfrey and his people stand and are out of the room first. He’s angry, which I find heartbreaking. “Thank you, Your Honor,” I say, and Eddie and I leave.
I head back to the hospital and they tell me that I can go in to see Bobby. I’m pleased to see a cop outside his door, but still uneasy. I strongly doubt that the cop is going to taste his food first, although it probably wouldn’t matter. My experience with most hospital food is that in taste it’s fairly indistinguishable from poison.
I’m happy to see Bobby sitting up in the bed when I walk in. He has tubes running into his arm, and he looks weak and tired, but it’s much better than I expected.
“Hey, what’s new?” I ask.
He smiles weakly. “Nothing much. Same old, same old.”
“You know what happened to you?”
“They just told me that someone put poison in my food. They didn’t tell me who.”
“I don’t think they know. You have any suspicions?”
“Not really. But I assume Giordano has a long enough reach to get into the jail.”
“What I don’t understand is why he would have taken the trouble to set you up if his plan was to kill you. They could have taken you by surprise at any time before you were arrested.”
“Good point, but he definitely seems to be not that great an enemy to have. Any idea how long it will be before I have to go back to the jail?”
“There’s been a development in that area.”
“What do you mean?”
“Because the county dropped the ball on protecting you, we were able to get the judge to reverse his ruling and set bail. You’ll be under house arrest with an electronic ankle bracelet, but you’ll be home, and there’ll be a police officer guarding the house.”
Bobby brightened up on the word bail. “That’s fantastic, Andy.… I can’t thank you enough. Will I be able to take Jake and Sasha back?”
“Absolutely. You’ll just have to let them out in the backyard rather than walking them.”
“Wait a minute … you said bail. How much?”
“Quarter of a million. But only ten percent is required as a deposit.”
“I can call Jalen; maybe we can do it through the business, but—”
“It’s already done, Bobby.”
“You put it up?”
“I did, so don’t go running off.”
“Andy, I don’t know what to say. I cannot believe how great this is.”
“It will be greater if we can eventually get that ankle bracelet off of you. Once you’re home, I’ll bring Jake and Sasha over; they’ll be happy to see you.”
“Not as happy as I’ll be to see them.”



 
 
“Luther Mercado was only in this area for about thirty-six hours, considerably less than the other people at the Motor Inn,” Sam says.
“And he didn’t stay there; he stayed at the Renaissance in Rutherford. He apparently prefers nicer accommodations.”
Sam has come over to give his report on what he’s learned. I’m hopeful that it’s something good, because generally when Sam shows up in person it is to get plaudits for a job well done.
He’s timed it wrong, though, because we’ve just finished dinner, so he’s out of luck. We ordered in pizza, and when we do that, Ricky and I make sure there are no leftovers.
“But you said he was at the motel at least part of the time?” I ask.
“Yes, he visited there four times; spent a total of five hours there.”
“Where was he the rest of the time?”
“Well, most of the time he was at his hotel … but you ready for this?” he asks, a smile on his face.
“Ready.”
“He went to the house of none other than Joseph Russo, Jr.”
“Are you sure?” Junior, as Russo is called, is the northern New Jersey version of Tony Giordano. Russo Sr., from whom Junior inherited the family business, passed on from what could be called an occupational hazard: he had his head blown off. In their line of work, that could be considered dying from natural causes.
But that Mercado may have been talking with Junior adds another level to the puzzle we are trying to solve. It means there is a possible, if not probable, connection between Russo and Giordano.
“Well, I’m sure his phone was at Russo’s,” Sam says. “There is always the chance that someone else was carrying it.”
“It’s really nice of criminals to carry GPSes around with them. Can you send me a list of anywhere else he was … and do the same for the other two guys?”
“Will do.”
“Were any of them at Pennington Park?”
“No. Except for brief periods of time, they stayed at the motel.”
That is disappointing news; it probably means that Banks’s body was there for some time after he was dead. Maybe he stayed in the trunk of their car. I was hoping that we could find the actual murder scene and retrieve some exculpatory forensic evidence.
I also can’t use the phone information to tie them to Pennington Park. Maybe they were smart enough to leave their phones behind, so they couldn’t be traced.
But the disappointment about that does not overshadow the Russo information. My plan was to spend the evening rereading discovery documents, but mercifully Sam’s visit gives me a reason not to do that. Instead I tuck Ricky into bed and head down to Charlie’s Sports Bar.
The chance that Pete Stanton and Vince Sanders will be there is 100 percent, and that’s a conservative number. They used to be here almost every night, only missing it if they were sick. By sick I mean a temperature over 103; anything lower than that, they still found their way in.
However, in recent years all food and drink ordered by any of us began to go on my tab, whether I am there or not, so now it would take a coma or an act of Congress to prevent their attendance.
Sure enough, they’re at our regular table when I walk in. I haven’t been here in a while, but they keep an empty chair and place setting for me, sort of as a shrine to the “check-paying god.” Seeing the empty chair is a poignant moment for me.
Vince is the editor of our local newspaper, and while the term ink stained no longer literally applies to people in that field, Vince could certainly be described as ketchup stained. That’s because he inhales his burgers and fries without ever looking at them, since his eyes are always glued to one of the many televisions showing sporting events at Charlie’s.
As the captain of the Homicide Division of the Paterson PD, Pete always has a healthy and well-deserved distrust of a defense attorney like me. Since he is the one whose department arrested Bobby, that will certainly be true tonight. Of course, Pete can compartmentalize that distrust and still allow me to pay for everything he and Vince eat and drink.
And nothing gets in the way of the three of us being able to exchange insults. Isn’t that what friendship is all about?
“Well, look who’s here,” Pete says when he sees me. “If it isn’t the defender of truth and justice.”
“I wouldn’t have to if you didn’t keep arresting the wrong people.” I turn. “How are you, Vince? It’s a sad state of affairs when I have to look to you for a normal conversation.”
“Good to see you,” he says. “Did you bring your wallet?”
“Be careful, Vince. My tab last month looked like the GNP of Peru. Have you clowns been throwing parties here? I would think that you’ve been inviting all your friends, but that would still just be the two of you.”
“We’re growing boys,” Pete says. “We need our nourishment.”
Since this conversation has clearly started slow and is fading, I turn to the televisions. A number of NBA and college basketball games are on, and I focus on the Knicks / Golden State game. The Knicks are one of the few New York teams I don’t root for, and since I like the Golden State coach, Steve Kerr, I’ll side with them tonight.
In the meantime, our waiter has already brought me my burger, burnt french fries, and light beer. I agree with the Cheers song that you want to be where everybody knows your name, but it’s also damn nice to be in a place where the waiters know what you eat and drink.
But I’m really not here to watch basketball, much as I wish that was what I could focus on. At halftime, I turn to Pete. “Let me ask you a question.”
He frowns. “Your boy is guilty; he should plead it out. Next question.”
“No chance. I’ll get you on the stand and get you to admit you’re an idiot. I just haven’t decided whether to make you whimper and cry or not. But that’s not my question.”
“I can’t wait to hear what it is.”
“What’s the relationship between Tony Giordano and Junior?” I don’t have to tell him, as a Paterson cop, that Junior is Joseph Russo.
“What am I, their shrink? They’re both garbage.”
“Are they competitors?”
He thinks for a moment, probably weighing whether to give a real answer or insult me again. He opts for the real answer. “No, they have their own territories and stay in their own lanes. They’d cut each other’s heart out for a dollar, but there’s no reason for them to.”
“What if I told you that Giordano’s people were meeting with Junior?”
He shrugs. “Could mean anything, but I doubt it’s a territorial dispute. This have anything to do with your case? Just because Banks was loosely connected to Giordano, you’re trying to blame the murder on Junior? It won’t fly.”
“Don’t try to think this through, Pete. It’s not your specialty. All I’m asking is whether you find it interesting that Giordano’s people are meeting with Russo, and what you think it could be about.”
“Here’s what I think. I think if you find out that those two assholes are planning to work together, you need to tell me about it. The only thing better than putting Junior away would be putting him in a cell with Giordano.”
“You’ll be the first one I tell, unless I can find a cop who knows what he’s doing.”



 
 
“Is this Carpenter?”
Unless I’m mistaken, the voice on the phone is that of Nick Citrin. “Last time I looked,” I say.
I’m in the kitchen having breakfast with Laurie and Ricky. She must be able to hear an unusual tone in my voice, or to see a look on my face, because she motions for me to leave the kitchen so that Ricky can’t hear what might be said.
“You know who this is?” the voice asks, as I make my way into the den.
“I do.” If he doesn’t want to say his name on the call, then I won’t either.
“I heard what happened to Bobby. How is he? Is he…”
“He’s going to be okay … this time. But he needs your help.”
There is a fairly long pause. “How?”
“Let’s meet and talk about it. Can we do that?”
Another long pause. “Yeah. Okay.”
“Just tell me where and when and I’ll be there.”
Still another pause; this guy is nervous. I just hope he doesn’t change his mind. Finally, “Do you know Freehold?”
“I’ve been to the track. That’s all.”
“My sister lives there. There’s a park called Durand; it has a walking trail.”
“Okay.”
“Be there tonight, nine o’clock. Walk along the trail … just about a hundred feet. There are a few benches. I’ll be there.”
I don’t like the sound of this, but I’m afraid that any negotiating over the terms of our meeting will scare him off. “I’ll be there also.”
“Make sure you’re not followed. They’d kill me, they’d kill us, without thinking twice.”
“I’ll make sure.”
“Okay.” Click.
I go back into the kitchen, and Laurie and I make eye contact without saying anything. We always try to shield Ricky from hearing about my cases, since murders don’t generally make for wholesome family conversation.
Ricky finishes his French toast and heads for his room. He probably taped a soccer game or maybe a cricket match. It gives me a chance to describe the conversation to Laurie.
“I don’t like this,” she says.
“I’m not crazy about it myself. But I wasn’t given any choice; he set the terms.”
“Can you even be sure it was Citrin?”
“Not completely. But it sounded like the same voice that I heard when he answered his phone the other day. I can’t be positive of that, though.”
“He could have told his buddies about your call, and they’re setting you up. They’re apparently good at that.”
I nod. “That thought crossed my mind.”
“But you need to follow through on this in case it’s legitimate.”
“Right.”
“So we have to make sure it’s safe. I’ll call Marcus and Corey.”
“Corey is back from South Jersey?”
She nods. “Yesterday. Didn’t find out much, but says he has a Philly homicide cop who is chomping at the bit to put Giordano away if we can find something on him.”
Laurie calls Marcus and Corey and tells me they’ll be right over. In the meantime, I take the dogs for a walk to the park.
Citrin, or whoever that was, telling me to make sure I’m not being followed hits home, and I look around as we walk to see if that’s happening right now. I have some experience with this, and when I’m in the park, fairly deserted at this hour of the morning, I always check to see if there are trees I could hide behind if necessary.
Unfortunately, I have Tara, Hunter, Jake, and Sasha with me, and they don’t make even sequoias big enough to shield us. And Paterson has the same number of sequoias as palm trees.
I don’t see anyone and the walk is uneventful, giving me time to think about the phone call. I believe it was Citrin, both because it seemed to be the same voice as the one that answered his phone, and because he sounded so genuinely nervous. His concern that I might be followed is another indication.
But I can’t be sure, and even if it was him, I can’t be positive that it will be safe. He might even be the one who is followed by people who would not hesitate to dispatch both of us.
Whoever it was, and whatever he has planned, I have confidence in Laurie, Corey, and Marcus to deal with it and protect me. I’ll still be scared; I’m wired that way. But in my head I know it will be fine; I just need to get my head to communicate with the pit in my stomach.
Jake and Sasha seem to enjoy these walks; they have settled into a good rhythm. But I also think they will love being reunited with Bobby when he’s out of the hospital, and hopefully that reunion will be permanent. Though that is far from being guaranteed at this point.
Corey and Marcus are at the house by the time we get back, and along with Laurie, they are already formulating a plan. I don’t interfere; I’ll wait to hear what they came up with when they’re finished. It wouldn’t matter anyway; they wouldn’t be interested in what I have to say. Planning for and dealing with situations like this is their specialty and they are excellent at it.
Twenty minutes later it’s all set and they tell me the details. That is different from consulting me on it; if I don’t go along with it, Laurie will lock me in the bedroom.
So I go along with it.



 
 
By the time I leave for Freehold, it’s been dark for almost three hours. I would much rather be doing this in the light of day.
Actually, I’d rather be doing it at noon on the steps of City Hall or on the fifty-yard line during a Giants game, but I’m not calling any of the shots here. Citrin dictated the time and place, and Laurie, Marcus, and Corey dictated our strategy.
Marcus has gone ahead to make sure that the meeting place is secure and that no danger awaits me. Marcus is good at danger removal.
Corey has stayed behind; his job is to follow me and make sure that no one else is doing the same thing. If he finds that someone is on my tail, then he’ll decide whether I should make evasive moves, or whether I should stop at a convenience store.
Corey would then intervene and make sure that my pursuer fails in his mission. I think Corey is secretly hoping for that; he likes action and violence as much as I dislike it. And I dislike it a lot.
I’ve been driving for twenty minutes when Corey calls to tell me that he’s sure I am not being followed. He’s going to keep watching, just in case, but that seems unlikely to change. Corey will still continue on to Freehold to assist should Marcus need him.
Marcus will not need him.
I’m about fifteen minutes away when Marcus calls. He says just two words, which for him is a lengthy soliloquy. “All good.”
So I head for the park; I leave my car in the parking area. In the moonlight I see the walking trail that Citrin referred to, and I walk to the area he designated. I don’t see Marcus, but I didn’t expect to. I won’t see Corey either, but they will have my back … and my front.
Not until twenty after nine do I hear a car pull into the park. I was beginning to think that Citrin was standing me up, and maybe he is. Maybe five of Giordano’s men will pile out of that car with machine guns.
A couple of minutes later a man comes along the trail, shining a flashlight. It settles on me and he says, “Carpenter?” I hope Marcus is ready in case he has a gun in his other hand.
“Yes.”
For some reason he turns off the flashlight as he walks toward me. “I’m Nick Citrin. Sorry to make you go through all this, but I need to be careful. If they knew I was talking to you, my life would be over.”
I have no doubt he is right; Alex Castro’s death proves that. “Who are they?”
“Luther Mercado, Tony Giordano, and everyone who works for them. And a lot of people work for them.”
“Thanks for coming. No one will find out from me that we talked.”
“Good. And Bobby is okay?”
“Yes. Physically he’s going to be fine, but he’s facing a difficult trial.”
“Yeah, I’ve been reading about it. But he had no choice; he had to do Rollie.”
That’s the name Bobby knew Banks by as well. But I’m taken aback that Citrin thinks Bobby is the one who killed Banks. “Why do you say that?”
“Because Rollie would have left him no choice. About a week before Rollie bought it, he said to me, ‘I’m going to deal with your friend.’ They know Bobby and I were close. I wanted to warn him, but I didn’t know where he was or how to reach him.”
“What if I were to tell you that Luther Mercado killed Banks?”
Citrin looks at me with obvious surprise. “Is that how it went down?”
“Yes. Mercado and two other guys brought Banks up here and killed him; then they set up Bobby for it.”
“Damn.”
“Why would they want Banks dead?”
Citrin thinks about it for a few moments. “Banks and Mercado were part of leadership with Donnie Briggs when Giordano came in the picture, but Mercado gradually took over. Banks was working his way up even higher, and Mercado probably wanted him out of the way. Maybe he got Giordano to go for it. Giordano is not a guy you want to piss off, and Mercado has his head up Giordano’s ass.”
“You don’t like Mercado?”
Citrin laughs a short laugh at the ridiculousness of the question. “Nobody does; he’s a scary son of a bitch who would kill you as soon as look at you.” Then, “The funny thing is, I’ve been envying Bobby since he left because he got out. I want out. Especially now; things have really changed.”
“How so?”
“Nobody trusts anyone anymore. And the high-level guys are nervous, which makes it worse. Something big is going down.”
“Like what?”
“I don’t know; but it involves some kind of explosives. One of the guys did that shit in the army, and they called him in on it.”
“You don’t know what they’re going to use them for?”
“No. And I don’t want to know.”
“Mercado came to see a guy in North Jersey … let’s just say he’s our version of Giordano.… You know why he would come see him?”
“No. They don’t tell me anything. I sometimes hear things, but nothing about that.”
“Thanks for meeting me, Nick. I’ll tell Bobby what you did.”
“No, don’t tell anybody, and I mean anybody. And this is a one-shot deal, you know? Throw away my number.”
“Fair enough. But down the road, if you want out, I can help.”
He nods. “I’ll keep that in mind.” I don’t think he believes me.
“One more thing,” I say. “Do you know how they found out where Bobby was?”
“No, but Giordano has a lot of people that want to do him favors, you know?”
“Maybe we can get Giordano out of the picture.”
“Yeah.” Once again he doesn’t believe me. I don’t blame him.
As soon as Citrin leaves, my phone rings. It sounds deafening in the silent park. “All good?” Corey asks.
“All good.”
“Okay. Go to your car and drive out of here. We’ll wait and follow you.”
“Okay, thanks.”
The drive will give me time to think about what Citrin added to our knowledge. There’s quite a bit, and I have to process it.
But I already know that I feel bad for him; he wants out and he can’t manage it.
When the trial is over, I’m going to see what I can do about that. He just might have to enter the Andy Carpenter witness protection program.



 
 
Nick Citrin painted a chaotic and dangerous picture of what is going on in the world he lives in.
Certainly Tony Giordano has a firm grip on what used to be the Cobras, but now seems to be simply a branch of Giordano’s crime family. I still don’t know why Giordano thought it important to take them over, but he must have had his reasons.
The dangerous part, besides that they are obviously murderers, is the introduction of explosives. Coupled with Citrin’s thinking that something big is going down, it is a cause of great concern.
I don’t have nearly enough information to go to the authorities with this; it’s way too vague and uncorroborated. But it’s clearly interesting and worrisome, and hopefully I’ll be able to pin it down more.
Also interesting is the high-level jockeying for position that has taken place in the gang, probably to earn the position at the top, just under Giordano. It could certainly explain why Banks was killed and maybe even why Briggs was murdered in prison after being convicted for the convenience store killings.
Briggs, like Banks, could have been a victim of Mercado’s moves to consolidate power, possibly with Giordano’s approval. Mercado appears to now be unchallenged at the top, reporting only to Giordano.
What is not clear is Bobby’s involvement in all this. Why didn’t they just kill him in the first place, rather than set him up and then try to poison him in jail?
The bad news is that while I have been learning about the inner workings of a gang in Camden, I am unfortunately not getting any closer to successfully defending my client, accused of murdering someone here in Paterson.
The good news is that the client has fully recovered from ingesting poison and is ready to leave the hospital. The police are going to make the transfer, taking him to his house. Laurie and I are on the way to meet him there with a carload of food and Jake and Sasha.
I avoided a poignant good-bye with Tara, Hunter, and Sebastian by telling all of them that they will get together soon for a playdate. Sebastian didn’t seem too impressed; he would apparently prefer a sleepover.
We get to Bobby’s house about twenty minutes before he arrives with the cops. His hands are cuffed behind him and he still looks weak from his ordeal, but he has a big smile on his face. It gets bigger when he sees us taking Jake and Sasha out of the car.
Two cops bring him into the house, and one stands by the door. He will remain there until relieved, just like I requested and Judge Gettner authorized. Laurie and I are on a list of people allowed to enter, but there’s no issue because Laurie knows the cop from her days on the force.
Once we get inside, Jake and Sasha run to Bobby, whose cuffs have been removed. It’s a beautiful reunion; the dogs are obviously thrilled to see him, almost as thrilled as he is to see them.
In the middle of all this thrilling stuff, my cell phone rings. I pick it up and it’s Corey. “Did you tell me that the motel guy was named Alex Castro?”
“Yes.”
“They found his body.”
It’s the kind of news that is stunning even though it is fully expected. I will never stop believing that I am the reason Castro is dead, despite Laurie’s logical arguments to the contrary. Had Marcus, Corey, and I not talked to him that night, right now he would be sleeping in because he wouldn’t have to be at his job until 4:00 P.M.
“Where?”
“Totowa Oval.”
The bad guys seem diabolically intent on leaving dead bodies in every park I ever played baseball in while growing up. “We’ll be there soon,” I say, before hanging up.
I tell Laurie what is going on, and we get ready to leave. Before we do, I say to Bobby, “I should have asked you this earlier. Jalen Davis told me that you shared with him that you were in the witness protection program.”
“I did. We confided in each other about stuff we’ve done. But I trust him completely. He’s my partner … and he’s been through almost as much as I have.” Then, “Until now, that is.”
“Who else did you confide in? I’m trying to figure out how the Camden people knew where you were.”
He thinks for a moment. “Just my sister, Rita, and I guess maybe she told her husband, Jerry.”
“Where do they live?”
“Haddonfield. It’s a town near Camden. They’re actually coming up here to see me, now that I’m home. But there is no way they would have revealed anything either. Actually, Jerry’s a cop.”
“I’d like to talk to them when they’re here. You didn’t tell anyone one else?”
Bobby shakes his head. “No. It was not something I was eager to advertise.”
“Okay. Let me know if you think of anyone else you might have revealed it to.”
“There’s no one. But … there might have been a few close calls.…”
“What does that mean?”
“Well, a couple of times I thought I saw people around here that I used to run with, but they didn’t see me. And it may not have been them at all; I didn’t get close enough to be sure.
“Then one day about a month ago, I was driving to my office.… I had taken the day off but needed to pick up some papers.”
“And you saw someone?”
“I don’t know, maybe not. It was almost closing time and it was dark. I saw someone in a car fairly close to the office. As I drove by him, I got a quick look and I thought it might be a guy from the Cobras. But I didn’t want to stop or even make eye contact, so I just kept driving. To show how paranoid I was, instead of stopping I called Jalen and asked him to bring me the papers at home. I was afraid that if it was the guy I was thinking about, he could have been waiting for me to come out.”
“Do you know his name?”
Bobby shakes his head. “No. I can’t remember.”
There’s nothing for me to do with this, so Laurie and I say good-bye to Bobby. It takes twenty minutes to reach the park they call Totowa Oval. Like Pennington, it’s where Paterson baseball leagues play, starting with Little League. It’s also become a home to soccer games, demonstrating that Ricky is not the only who has been indoctrinated.
A large police presence is on the scene, since the body has just been discovered. Corey Douglas is on the periphery with Simon Garfunkel, the former police dog who retired from the force when Corey did. Now they are buddies, and Simon has proven to be a valuable addition to the K Team, the investigative group that also includes Laurie and Marcus.
We walk over to Corey, and he says, “They won’t let you guys in. But I know one of the homicide cops, and he gave me a quick look. Not much to see; the body has already been removed.”
“How was he found?” I ask.
“A fluke. He was buried in a shallow grave and then that was covered with brush. A jogger was out with his dog, and the dog sensed something and started digging. The jogger was trying to pull him away when he saw a hand.”
“So they didn’t want it discovered,” Laurie says.
Corey nods. “I would think not. It’s in an out-of-the-way area; it’s not like there’s a jogging track or anything. I’m surprised the guy was there; maybe the dog led him over.”
“Cause of death?” I ask.
“Hard to tell at this point, though I’m sure the coroner will determine it. Cop I talked to said he didn’t see any obvious wounds, so maybe strangulation?”
The image of Alex Castro being strangled for having talked to Andy Carpenter is going to be tough to get out of my mind.
But I am going to make someone pay for it.



 
 
My first call after we leave the park is to Sam Willis.
“Sam, the cell phones that were at the Motor Inn, Mercado’s and the burner phones…”
“What about them?”
“I want to know where they have been since. I especially want to know if any of them have been at Alex Castro’s house.… Can you get the address?”
“Of course.”
“I also want to know if any of them have been to Totowa Oval.”
“I’m on it.”
What Sam comes back to me with is going to be crucial. On its face, I have no chance of getting the jury to learn what Alex Castro said to me that night. Corey and Marcus heard it as well, but to put one of them on the stand to relate it is classic hearsay.
There is as much chance of Judge Gettner letting that testimony in as there is of me winning Miss Congeniality at the next Miss Universe pageant. Although, truth be told, I do have a winning smile and manner about me.
The trial is bearing down on us, and the frustrating part is that all I can do is try to show that someone else murdered Banks. I have no ability to prove that Bobby didn’t; since we have little idea of the time of death, we can’t establish an alibi. In that sense, Bobby’s defense attorney is defenseless.
I find it interesting that they tried to conceal Alex Castro’s body by burying it in an out-of-the-way place, while leaving Roland Banks’s body out in the open. I can only assume that they did the latter so that they could set up Bobby for it; it would be hard to convict Bobby if no one knew that anyone was murdered.
But the actions of the people behind this, Mercado and probably Giordano, reveal that something bigger is going on here. Nick Citrin said that straight out, though he didn’t know what it was.
Alex Castro is a perfect example. He wasn’t killed because they were worried that if he talked the case against Bobby might fall apart. At the time they clearly planned to kill Bobby in prison anyway, and ultimately almost succeeded. If Bobby had died, there would be no case for Alex to testify in.
And they could not have been particularly worried that they would take the fall for Banks’s murder. Castro couldn’t possibly have testified to anything that would allow the police to make that case. If Bobby had died from the poisoning, the investigation into the Banks murder would have died with him.
Mercado’s visit to Joseph Russo, Jr., also speaks volumes, though I don’t know what it means. I do know that it wasn’t a house call, a warm greeting from one criminal to another. Mercado didn’t stop by because he happened to be in the neighborhood.
Mercado is shaping up as the key player here. Giordano may ultimately be pulling the strings, but Mercado is the one making things happen. He was a part of the Banks killing, and he is the one who visited Russo. Whatever is going on, Mercado is at the center of it.
The problem for me is that even if I should blunder upon whatever “big” is going on, that is unlikely to help me defend Bobby. Giordano and Mercado could be planning to blow up and rob Fort Knox, but that would not mean that Bobby didn’t kill Banks. The jury wouldn’t even get to hear about the “Fort Knox caper”; Judge Gettner would deem it irrelevant and immaterial.
We don’t have the ability at this point to pressure Mercado into a mistake, but we need to try to understand what he is doing. One possibly tangible benefit to our case could result from it. If they killed Banks to preserve their plan somehow, then we might be able to demonstrate it in court.
To that end I ask Corey to go back down to Camden and follow Mercado. Chances are nothing will come of it, but it’s at least marginally better than doing nothing. I don’t want Corey to make contact of any kind with Mercado; it would be dangerous and I don’t see how it would be productive, at least not at this point.
If there comes a time when we want to tackle him head- on, Marcus would enter the picture. I would, of course, try to remain off camera the entire time. When it comes to scenes of real-life violence, I see myself not as an actor, but more as a key grip or gaffer.
But it seems obvious that Mercado ordered Banks to be killed, and if we can somehow prove that to the jury, or even get the jury to form a reasonable inference, then Bobby loses the ankle bracelet. That’s because murder trials are a zero-sum game: if one person did it, then the other didn’t.
Tonight is New Year’s Eve, which at our house means another wild and crazy evening. It’s been about four years since we stayed up late enough to watch the ball drop. Last year we set an alarm, woke Ricky, and watched it together.
This year, I think we’ll tape it.



 
 
Laura Dominguez moved away from Camden almost immediately after her husband, Lester Dominguez, was killed.
She is living in East Brunswick now, which means it’s a considerably shorter drive for me to go see her.
It took some convincing to get her to talk to me; she quite openly said that she does not want to relive the nightmare again. Fortunately, the vaunted Andy Carpenter powers of persuasion overcame her reluctance, though I did have some qualms about talking her into it.
I’m not a big fan of making widows re-live nightmares, especially when I don’t have that much to gain from it. But I need to cover all my bases; that is the only way to effectively prepare for a trial.
So here I am.
She is living in what would be called a row house, one of a series of homes that look identical to the ones they are attached to. The neighborhood is well-kept; these people take pride in their homes, modest as they are.
She comes out on the porch and greets me with a nervous smile when I pull up. She looks to be in her early fifties, no more than five foot two and a hundred pounds or so. She also looks tired and wary, and I’m sure my visit is contributing to the wary part.
She smiles and we introduce ourselves and she invites me in; a pitcher of coffee and some Danishes are already on the kitchen table, which is where we sit.
“I’m sorry to intrude like this,” I say. “And I appreciate your seeing me.”
“You said this is about that trial in Paterson of that man?”
“Yes. I am that man’s lawyer. He was driving the car the day your husband was killed, and he went to the police and told them what happened. That is how they found the killers and sent them to prison.”
“Are they still in prison?”
I’m surprised she doesn’t know what happened to Briggs and Luko, but I see no reason not to tell her. “Both of them were murdered in prison by other inmates.”
She nods without much satisfaction. It’s not going to bring her husband back. “So why do you want to talk to me?”
“There is a possibility that the prosecution might introduce evidence of what happened that day, so I just need to familiarize myself with it. It won’t take long, I promise.” I’m already regretting that I came; what little I can get out of this is not worth causing her this pain.
“I really don’t know anything beyond what was made public. These men came and murdered Lester and that other man for no reason.”
“They claimed that Lester owed them protection money. Do you know if he was being forced to do that?”
I expect a quick no and a defense of her husband, but that’s not what I get. “I’ve thought about that because I heard that was said at the time. I would like to just say no, it couldn’t be, but how can I be sure? Maybe he didn’t tell me to protect me from knowing what he was going through; it’s possible.
“But down deep I truly can’t imagine it to be true. He would have told me. Lester and I talked about everything, the good and the bad.”
“Did your husband gamble?”
“He did not,” she says, in a slightly angry tone. “That I know for a fact. He worked too hard for his money.”
“He never talked about problems he was having with a local gang? Nothing he was worried about?”
“No. All he wanted to do was work hard, take care of his family, and his community. You can count the number of days he took off from work in ten years on one hand. A snowstorm? A hurricane? He was there, because he said his people might need to buy food. And they killed him for it.”
“You sold the store soon after?”
“Yes. Let somebody else be responsible. I wish them well.”
“I’m very sorry for your loss. And I’m sorry for making you revisit it.”
“You didn’t. I revisit it every day, every minute of every day. It is always with me and it always will be.”
I leave the house having realized something, but it has nothing to do with anything that was said. I am picking around the edges of this case, doing little to shake things up. With the trial looming, that’s just not good enough.
It’s time to take some action.
It’s time to talk to Junior.



 
 
I’ve had the phone number for Joseph Russo, Jr., for a while now, and I’ve used it a couple of times over the last few years.
I’ve never been able to dial it without my hands shaking, and this time is no exception. It’s embarrassing because Laurie is watching me as I make the call.
The phone rings three times. Maybe he has changed his number, or better yet, maybe I’ll get voice mail. I am much better at leaving messages for crime bosses than I am at actual conversation.
No such luck; someone answers on the fourth ring. It’s not Russo, but it never is. “Yeah?” The voice manages to sound threatening and thoroughly unpleasant with just that one word. This is not a guy who should be in customer service.
“This is Andy Carpenter.” So far I’m sticking with the truth.
“Yeah?”
“You said that already. But I want to talk to Joseph.”
“What about?”
“I want to warn him.”
“You’re going to warn Joseph Russo?” A hint of amusement is in his voice.
“That’s right. You tell him it’s in his interest to talk to me.”
“Hold on.”
I hold on for at least five minutes, which is a long time when no music is playing, and no recording tells me that my call is important to them, or that the call volume is heavier than usual, and that someone will be with me momentarily.
Finally he comes back with a short message. “Spumoni’s. Eight o’clock tonight.”
“No, I just want to talk to him; that’s what phones are for. I don’t want to see him.”
“Spumoni’s. Eight o’clock tonight. Come in through the side door. By yourself.” Click.
This is a guy who hates talking on the phone even more than I do.
“He wants to meet,” I say to Laurie, when I get off the phone. “Tonight, at Spumoni’s.”
“Just a second.” She takes out her phone. “That’s what I thought; Spumoni’s is closed on Mondays.”
“Apparently it’s open for Junior.”
“Then it’s going to be open for Marcus.” Laurie once again turns to her phone, this time to call him.
“Russo’s guy said to come by myself.”
“Russo’s guy is not in charge of this guest list.”
I’m not about to argue with her. I’m not worried that Russo is planning to kill me at a meeting that I called. Usually I have to talk for a few minutes before people want to kill me. But being in a room with him makes me nervous, and Marcus being there will definitely have a calming effect.
I hear Laurie updating Marcus on the situation, then listening as he responds. “He just wants to talk with him,” she says.
A few moments later, she hangs up. “Marcus will pick you up at seven thirty.”
“Doesn’t he want to make a plan for how we’ll handle it?”
“Not necessary. You’ll talk to Russo and Marcus will make sure you come out of there alive. It’s pretty simple.”
The way she puts it, it does sound pretty simple; hopefully it will work the way she says. If Marcus doesn’t keep me alive, that would put a crimp in my trial preparation.
I call Sam Willis to go over the part that isn’t so simple. “Sam, I know you can access the phone company’s computers to be able to tell when a specific cell phone makes a call, and what phone it called.”
“Right.”
“Can you listen in on the call?”
“Yes and no.”
“What does that mean?”
“With my level of access, I can’t listen in while it’s happening. But every call is recorded, so I can listen in afterward. Law enforcement does it all the time, but they need a subpoena.”
When I use Sam, we skip the subpoena part, which worries me because he is doing something illegal at my request. I can’t say I have any moral qualms about it; I have long ago rationalized that. I tell myself that I’m doing it to make sure that justice is served, and that I can ultimately get the same records through a subpoena down the road, should that be productive.
But I worry that Sam could get in trouble, even though he says that won’t happen because he effectively covers his tracks. So far he’s been right.
Sam continues, “But there is a problem with that.”
“What’s that?”
“Transcripts don’t get recorded automatically. Law enforcement has to make a special request. Those requests are done electronically, so I can make them as well. But it could possibly raise a red flag and be noticed.”
“And if it were noticed, could it be traced back to you?”
“I’ve never done this before, but I believe I could effectively cover my tracks.”
I can’t take that risk for Sam, so I go to plan B. It’s not ideal, which is why it’s called plan B.
“Okay, I’m meeting with Joseph Russo, Jr., tonight at Spumoni’s. I want to know who he calls after I leave, but don’t try to access the conversation. And if he doesn’t make any calls, I’d want to know the same thing for any he might make when he gets home.”
“You have the number he’ll be on?”
“No. I have one of his phone numbers, but I have no idea if he’ll be using it. Can you just cover every number in the place?”
“It’s a restaurant, Andy. You know how many phones will be in there at that hour?”
“Not many. The place is closed.”
“Well, that helps. But it’s still complicated. I have to locate the phones through cell towers and then access them. Could take a while.”
“Do the best you can.”
“Always. I’m still working on the cell phones from the Pioneer Motor Inn, finding where they have been since. Does this Russo thing take priority?”
“They both take priority.”
“That’s not possible.”
“Make it possible, Sam. Please make it possible.”



 
 
As always, Marcus is right on time, picking me up at seven thirty sharp for the twenty-five-minute drive to Spumoni’s.
There’s rarely meaningful conversation between Marcus and me and this trip is no exception.
I ask, “Anything we need to talk about before we go in there?”
“No.”
And that’s it.
We pull into Spumoni’s parking lot, which is usually packed. I’ve eaten here quite often; the food is terrific. It’s like having dinner in Rome, without the flying.
This time only two cars are in the lot; the restaurant’s being closed tends to cut down on the number of patrons. I assume the two cars belong to Junior and his people, and as we walk by them, I briefly wonder how many bodies have been in them. If those trunks could talk …
I have to gird myself for this. I have learned that in these situations it’s important to convey confidence, firmness, and a lack of fear. My stomach says otherwise.
We go to the side door and knock. A few seconds later it is opened by an extremely large person, who has another extremely large person next to him. They don’t say anything; they just stare at us.
“Andy Carpenter to see Joseph Russo. We have an appointment.”
Large Person Number One points to Marcus. “Who is he?”
“That’s Marcus; he’s my third cousin on my wife’s side. No, second cousin … wait, he’s her aunt’s brother-in-law’s son. So, second cousin by marriage. But we’re very close; my wife and I were at his bar mitzvah.”
As I’m talking, we’re walking in, and they make no attempt to stop us. They’re probably still trying to figure out what the hell I’m talking about. They also know that Russo is expecting us, though I’m surprised they haven’t frisked us. Russo used to have more competent people.
They walk with us and lead us down a hallway and into the restaurant area. Russo is sitting at a table drinking coffee, with dirty dishes on a tray at a nearby table. He’s obviously just had his dinner, which means they opened the kitchen for him.
Two other large people are there, standing not far from Russo with their backs against the wall.
He regards us with his typical look of disdain. “You were supposed to come by yourself.”
I snap my fingers. “Did he say ‘by yourself’? I thought he said ‘be yourself,’ which I always am. I’m completely comfortable in my own skin.”
“You want me to throw this guy out?” Large Person Number One asks, meaning Marcus.
“That might be a mistake,” Junior says. “If this guy worked for me, I wouldn’t need any of you.” Junior has met Marcus before and seen what he is capable of.
“No problem,” Number One says. “Just say the word.” Of all the large people in the room, he might be the most clueless.
“Okay, throw him out.” Junior nods. A twinkle actually seems to be in his eye, or as much of a twinkle as Joseph Russo could ever manage.
Number One puts his arm on Marcus’s shoulder and starts to pull him. Marcus doesn’t react at all, nor does he move in the slightest. It’s like he is nailed to the floor. Number One is pulling fairly hard, and getting nowhere. Marcus’s center of gravity must be somewhere at Grand Canyon level.
Number One looks puzzled; I suspect he gets puzzled a lot. But he’s stuck now; he’s told his boss he’s going to remove Marcus, so he has to remove Marcus. His problem, though I doubt he fully understands it yet, is that he is not capable of removing Marcus.
His next and final move is to take his hand off Marcus’s shoulder and go to grab him by the neck. He gets within four inches of that neck, then Marcus apparently decides that this has gone on long enough.
He grabs Number One’s hand and uses that hand to punch him in his own neck. It causes Number One to make some kind of disgusting, gagging, choking noise. That noise stops quickly as Marcus elbows him in the side of his head.
Number One goes down in an unconscious heap, and Russo can only shake his head at the pitiful sight.
“Hopefully it will be a teachable moment for him,” I say.
“I doubt it,” Russo says. “Now what the hell do you want? You’re going to warn me about something?”
“Luther Mercado.”
“Never heard of him.”
“Yes, you have. You met with him, and you’re doing business with him and his boss, Tony Giordano.”
“Never heard of him either.”
I frown in feigned disappointment. “Whatever. Let’s put it this way, if you ever hear of them in the future, you might want to keep your distance. We know what is going on, and we’re going to get the cops to stop it. And then we’re going to nail them for the murder of Roland Banks. You don’t want to be anywhere near that.”
“You threatening me?” Junior asks.
“Never.” I take a quick look at Number One, still out cold on the floor. “Not with all the tough guys you’ve got working for you. I’m trying to help you.”
“Yeah? Why?”
I shrug. “Because those guys are assholes and they’re going down. No reason for you to go with them. And I want some information.”
“Oh, you do.”
“I do. I want to know what Giordano wants from you, why he’s including you in this.”
Russo laughs, which surprises me. He’s not the laughing type. “What does anybody want? Money. But he came to the wrong place … that curses shit is not for me. I’m old-school.”
I have no idea what he’s talking about, and I’m not sure he does. Is Giordano putting a curse on him? Is Mercado? “What does that mean?” I ask, since I really want to know.
“I said too much already. Now get the hell out of here. And you warned me, so I’ll return the favor. I’m warning you that I do not want to see your face again.”
So Marcus, my face, and I head for the door. I walk around Number One, but Marcus steps over him.



 
 
Not until he got home did Joseph Russo call the private number he had for Tony Giordano.
He was not in the mood for pleasantries, so he got right to the point. “I got a visit tonight from a lawyer named Carpenter. He’s defending that guy who is taking the fall for you killing Banks.”
“We didn’t kill Banks; Klaster did.”
“Yeah, right,” Russo said, clearly not believing him.
“What did the lawyer want?”
“To warn me. Can you believe that? The punk was warning me.”
“About what?” Giordano asked.
“About working with you and Mercado; he knew Mercado had approached me. I told you before; I never want to see or hear from that crazy asshole ever again.”
“Does he know what’s going on?”
“He said he did, but I think it was a bluff. He was hoping I would let something slip.”
“It’s not too late for us to work together on this. You’d make big money and we’re doing all the work.”
“And you’ll have every cop in America, including the Feds, coming down on you.”
“Not the way we are going to do it.”
“Bullshit. Mercado will make one wrong move and then all bets are off.”
“No risk, no reward, Junior.”
“Don’t call me Junior. And tell that lunatic Mercado that if I see him anywhere near here again, he’ll wind up in the Passaic River.”
“Okay, I hear you. He won’t bother you again. But I need to be able to rely on your honor in this matter.”
“That’s an insult; I don’t rat anyone out.”
“My apologies, Joseph.” Giordano hung up. He believed that Russo would never tell the authorities what Giordano was doing. But there was always a chance he was wrong about that.
And with this amount of money at stake, he could not afford to be wrong.
So he picked up the phone and called Luther Mercado.



 
 
“You’re going to like this,” Sam says. “You’re going to like it at lot.”
“Excellent,” I say. “I haven’t liked anything in a while. Is this about hacking Russo’s phone?”
“Hacking is an ugly word,” Sam says, repeating what he has told me before.
“Sorry. Is this about cyber-entering Russo’s phone?”
“No; I told you, that is going to take a bit longer.”
“So what am I going to like?”
“I’m on the way over now. I’ll tell you all about it when I get there.”
“I’m walking the dogs. Meet me at Eastside Park.”
“I was hoping to get some pancakes.” The disappointment is evident in his voice.
“After we talk, I’ll decide if the information is pancake worthy.”
“Oh, it definitely is.”
“Then while you’re on the way to the park, I’ll call Laurie and tell her to prepare the batter. But if you’re wrong, it goes down the drain. And I’ll make you watch as she dumps it.”
“I can taste them now.”
I have to admit I am looking forward to hearing what Sam has to say. Any good news would be welcome, and I also know that Sam is usually accurate when he says he has something good for me … especially when pancakes are riding on it.
“Tara, if I don’t like what Sam has to say, you can chomp on his leg.”
Tara ignores me; not only is she not the leg-chomping type, but she and Hunter are enjoying the two inches of snow that fell last night.
Sam pulls up when we have just passed the tennis courts, and we stop when we see him. When he reaches us, the dogs and I start walking again.
“What are you doing?” Sam asks.
“What does it look like? I’m walking the dogs; you can tell me on the way.”
“You want me to walk? What about my car?”
“It will still be here when we get back; this way you’ll build up an appetite in case you get the pancakes.”
“There’s snow on the ground.”
I already knew that, since we’re walking on it. “Is that what this white stuff is? Let’s go.” We restart our walk, this time with Sam.
“So you asked me to track Mercado’s phone and the burner phones that were at the Pioneer Motor Inn when Banks was there. You wanted to know where they’ve been since.”
“Right.”
“Well, I have all the details in the car, back there, where it’s warm.…”
“Think pancakes, Sam.”
“Right. But among the places they were was Alex Castro’s house. All three of them.”
“That is very good news.”
He nods. “It gets better. They went from there to Totowa Oval. And all this was three days before his body was found there.”
“Sam, you have earned your pancakes.”
“Then I’ll clinch it by adding one more thing.”
“What’s that?”
“Mercado made a two-day trip to Mexico … Cozumel. I couldn’t find any record of him flying commercial, so he probably went private.”
“That’s strange. Cozumel is a vacation place; I was there once on spring break in college. Not a drug port or anything like that, but I don’t see Mercado as the sunbathing type.”
“Okay … whatever you say. When I was in college, the furthest I got was Asbury Park,” Sam says. “Can I go back to my car now?”
“Yes, but I need you to do something else for me. I’m going to tell Eddie Dowd to get the judge to issue a subpoena for all the phone records you have already gotten. That’s the only way we can introduce them in court.”
“So you want me to tell him exactly what to ask for?”
“Correct. Now go stuff yourself, and then get me the Russo information.”
As soon as Sam leaves, I call Eddie and tell him what’s going on, and what we need. I add that we need it on an expedited basis.
“I assume you already know what these phone records will show?” Eddie asks.
“Let’s just say I have a really good hunch about it. But add some other dates to make it look like we didn’t have such good information.”
When I get off the phone, I say to Tara and Hunter, “I’m in no hurry to get back to watch Sam stuff his face. You guys okay if we take the long way back?”
They keep walking and sniffing and occasionally rolling in the snow; I think they’re fine with it. And I’m very fine with what Sam has told me; for the first time I may have a way forward.
I have to squint to see it, but it’s there.



 
 
In a very real way, the trial starts today.
There’s no jury, no gallery, no witnesses … we’re not even in the courtroom, but today will likely be as important as any day when those things are present.
We’re meeting in Judge Gettner’s chambers, and our discussion is off-the-record, meaning no court stenographer is present. The purpose of our meeting is to argue motions in limine that Eddie and I have filed regarding the prosecution’s case.
The prosecution has filed a competing brief, and the purpose of our being here is to give oral arguments. What we say is basically a rehash of what is in the motions, since any good points we have to make would be included in our briefs.
But judges like to go through this process, believing that they can ask probing questions that can help them reach a decision. And sometimes, though rarely, that’s the way it works. But I believe that in the overwhelming majority of issues, judges end up where they would have ended up if they had just relied on the written material.
Eddie is with me and Godfrey has two lawyers from his staff, but Godfrey and I will have the only speaking roles in this play.
“Mr. Carpenter, you have the floor,” the judge says. “Please don’t keep it too long.”
“I won’t, Your Honor, there is no need to. This is a simple issue: Should the prosecution intend to introduce evidence describing Mr. Klaster’s alleged role in the double murder in the convenience store in Camden, we would ask Your Honor to prevent them from doing so.
“It is clearly a very different situation from the current one, and that is the standard for admissibility. Additionally, Mr. Klaster never went before a jury in that case, so his role, very different from this case, was never adjudicated. To let this jury hear about it would be far more prejudicial than probative. In my view, it is not a close call.”
“Mr. Godfrey?”
Godfrey shakes his head as if saddened by what he is hearing. “Your Honor, Mr. Carpenter refers to Mr. Klaster’s role in the Camden murders as alleged. That is nonsense on its face. He confessed to it when he provided state’s evidence; it was required as a condition of his not being charged and allowed entry into the witness protection program.
“And he obviously never went before a jury, which is of no consequence here for the reasons I just enumerated. He openly admitted his involvement; he signed a sworn statement to that effect. There was no need for a jury to rubber-stamp that; his role is beyond dispute.
“He was an admitted participant in a homicide; that is a relevant and probative fact that our jury is entitled to hear. Mr. Carpenter can present the circumstances in any light he wants that is favorable to his client, but facts are facts.”
Judge Gettner turns back to me. “Your Honor, unless I cut class the day in law school that they taught the theory of the law Mr. Godfrey is describing, he is way off.
“But just to remind Your Honor, Mr. Klaster’s admission stated that he drove the car to the convenience store, and that he was unarmed. His passengers went in and committed two murders. Mr. Klaster clearly stated he was shocked at this, that there was no expectation on his part that it would happen. Obviously the authorities believed his explanation.
“But to describe his actions that day as anything akin to the cold-blooded murder of Mr. Banks is, frankly, ridiculous.”
Godfrey shakes his head again. He knows he’s going to lose this; he knew it before we entered the room. But he’s not about to come away empty-handed. “Your Honor, the fact that Mr. Banks and Mr. Klaster were in the same gang, the same violent gang, is absolutely crucial for the jury to know. It is the main connection between the accused and the victim.
“And the fact that Mr. Klaster was a witness against gang members and was forced to enter the protection program is similarly relevant. It speaks to motive. Not to reveal this is to keep the jury blindfolded.”
I argue the point as best I can, but Godfrey is correct. Both Godfrey and I leave the room knowing where this is going to end up.
Judge Gettner will allow in Bobby’s gang ties and connection to Banks. He will also allow in that Bobby gave evidence against his colleagues for the convenience store murder and was therefore forced to become a protected witness.
The judge will not allow in that Bobby drove the getaway car or participated in the operation or, for that matter, any other criminal activity.
It will be a fair ruling by the judge, but that doesn’t mean I have to be happy with it.



 
 
I believe we have made initial strides toward being able to prevail at trial on reasonable doubt.
We haven’t been able to threaten the prosecution’s forensic case; there is simply no way we can do that. But while we can’t point to a specific alternative killer, we are making progress in that regard.
Whether we get all the way there, and in time for it to make a difference, will determine whether Bobby goes free or spends the rest of his life in prison.
I would call that high stakes, and it is why I sincerely hate my job. While the reward for victory is huge, the risk and consequences of defeat are far more overwhelming. That’s why I don’t spend the weeks and months preparing for trial eagerly anticipating victory; I spend them dreading a loss.
I’m a verdict-half-empty kind of guy.
One area in which we’ve made no progress is in discovering what Nick Citrin referred to as something big coming up, something that might include the use of explosives. Of course, it doesn’t particularly matter for our case, and we have no concrete reason to believe that it relates to the murder of Roland Banks.
We still don’t know so many things, like why Banks was killed in the first place. Or why Luther Mercado talked to Joseph Russo, Jr. I didn’t expect Junior to accidentally reveal all when we talked, but it would have been nice.
Instead all I got was that Giordano wanted money, and some ridiculous comment about Giordano or Mercado putting curses on something, maybe on Russo himself. I think Russo might have had a few too many drinks during dinner.
We also don’t know why they set Bobby up and then tried to kill him in prison. If they wanted him dead, why not just sneak up on him and kill him when he was not expecting it?
I’m also puzzled why Donnie Briggs, as a member of the gang leadership, was sent into the convenience store that day. It surprised Lieutenant Driscoll, and surprised Bobby as well. For that kind of operation they would ordinarily have assigned lower-level operatives, like Bobby himself.
Next on the long list of things I don’t understand is how Giordano and Mercado, and maybe Banks, knew that Bobby had started a new life in Paterson.
I suppose that one of them might have been here to meet with Russo and happened to see him, but that seems like a long shot. It’s not like they would have gone into Bobby’s place of business to buy floor tiles.
I go to Bobby’s house to check in on him. I don’t feel the need to do it as often as I did when he was in the jail; I have to assume he feels more comfortable and secure at home with Sasha and Jake.
As I arrive, his partner, Jalen Davis, is leaving. Davis is on the select list of people who are cleared to visit.
After we exchange hellos, he says, “It’s great that you got him out of that jail. He’s like a different person.”
“Good to hear.”
“I know I’m not supposed to ask, but can we win this thing?”
“We’ve got a puncher’s chance,” I say, which is as noncommittal as I can be.
Davis left the door open, so I just go inside and call out, “Hello?”
“In the den,” Bobby responds, and when I go in there, I see him sitting on the couch with Jake and Sasha, one on each side of him. “It’s amazing how much easier these two make this,” he says.
“I understand.”
We do a little small talk, mostly him trying to get me to say that things are looking up. I won’t do that because that’s an overstatement, but I do allow how we’re making some progress.
“How are things with the business?” I ask, since his partner was just here.
“According to Jalen, we’re hanging in. We haven’t gotten our loan yet, but it’s moving through channels so we’re still hopeful. I’d love to get back in it.”
“That’s the goal.” My mission is to speak the obvious wherever I go.
I spend about fifteen minutes preparing him for what he is going to experience during the trial. It’s never easy for a defendant to know that the government is trying to take his life away, but he cannot show emotion during it.
“I’m ready,” he says.
“Me too,” I say, proving that I’m not always honest with my clients.
“Andy, can I testify during the trial?”
“Can you? Yes. Should you? Almost certainly not.”
“Why?”
“Because you have no information that can help your case. You can’t say where you were when Banks was killed; all you can do is proclaim your innocence. Every defendant, guilty or not, says they are innocent.
“The jury would not be impressed, and you would open yourself and your past up to cross-examination. Godfrey is good; he would slice you up like a sturgeon on the stand.”
“Can we talk about this again at some point?”
“Of course. And it is your decision; I can only advise you. If you insist on testifying, you have that right.”
“I understand.”
The door opens and a couple walks in; between Jalen and me and these people, this house is turning into Grand Central Station. Bobby introduces them as his sister, Rita, and her police officer husband, Jerry. Bobby doesn’t mention their last names.
I tell them I’d like to talk to them for a few minutes, and we go off into the kitchen, leaving Bobby covered in dog in the den.
Once we’re in there, I say, “Bobby told me he had confided in you about the witness program.”
Rita nods. “Yes, but I never told anyone, other than Jerry, and we stayed out of touch. We never even called each other; it was terribly frustrating.”
I turn to Jerry. “And you never mentioned it to anyone either?”
“Of course not,” he says, maybe slightly offended at the question.
“You’re a cop in Haddonfield?”
“That’s right.” I sense a hostility; maybe he just doesn’t like defense attorneys, which would not make him unique among police officers.
“Did you know any of the Camden cops involved in the case concerning the convenience store murder?” I ask.
He nods. “Lieutenant Driscoll and I have worked together a few times.”
“Did you speak with him about Bobby’s case back then? Or since?”
He frowns. “Driscoll knew Bobby was in the program, but would not have been told where he was placed. If you’re asking if I ever revealed Bobby’s location to Driscoll or anyone else, I did not.”
“I understand, but my question was whether you ever spoke to him about the case.”
“I believe we spoke about the murders in the convenience store, since some of the business the Cobras did spilled over into Haddonfield. But we did not talk about Bobby’s situation.”
They have nothing more to offer, and I have nothing more to ask, so I thank them and go back to Bobby.
“I don’t think your brother-in-law likes me,” I say.
Bobby nods. “He didn’t like me for a long time either. As a cop he wasn’t a big fan of Rita’s brother being in a gang.”
“Okay. Get some rest. This trial is going to be stressful for you.”
“More than it has been already?”
I nod. “You have no idea.”



 
 
Corey Douglas has been spending a lot of time in Camden tailing Luther Mercado.
Corey’s reports may or may not be significant; there is no way to tell because we have no way of knowing what Mercado is doing at the places he visits.
He’s been to Philadelphia a few times to see Tony Giordano. Each visit lasted less than an hour; Mercado showed up with two men, who Corey assumes are bodyguards.
“Don’t see it as significant that he brought bodyguards with him to see Giordano,” Corey said. “Those two guys travel with him everywhere, and they stayed outside with a couple of Giordano’s men when Luther was at his house.
“There is an office that the gang seems to work out of; it is comprised of two stores in a strip mall that are next to each other and seem to have been combined. There are always members of the Cobras there; it seems to be their base of operations. Mercado goes there at least once a day, staying for anywhere from an hour to three hours.”
Corey relates that Mercado goes out to eat fairly frequently, usually for dinner. He always goes to the same restaurant and always has bodyguards in tow.
He also went down to the Port of Philadelphia on two occasions, staying each time for less than fifteen minutes. He did not leave with any cargo that might have been delivered, so Corey assumes he was there to see someone. The place is heavily unionized, and Giordano might have some special influence there, but there is no way to know.
More interesting, Mercado made a visit to a warehouse in Cumberland County, near Vineland. He stayed for only twenty minutes. “I hung around for a while after that, and when I was sure there were no people there, I checked it out. The place is completely empty.”
I see no reason to keep Corey down there; we can make better use of him here. Laurie agrees, so he’s coming back this morning. I won’t be here to greet him; I’m heading to court for jury selection.
Fifty people have been called as potential jurors for this case. In some ways the process is different from that of recent cases I have handled, but in one important way it is the same.
Those recent cases were far more high profile; for example, my last client was a famous Hollywood actress. Bobby Klaster is not widely known; nor is the victim, Roland Banks, who is not even from this area. So the case has not penetrated the public consciousness and is not likely to.
All this means that the potential jurors will not come in with preconceived opinions of the facts of the case. In all likelihood they will never even have heard about it, and even if they have, it’s unlikely that what they have internalized has been prejudicial.
Therefore, it can be said that they come in with an open mind, if open minds ever existed in human history. But certainly they will be more likely to be persuadable than if they had been exposed to many opinions about the case.
Where they are likely to be similar to all the other juries I’ve ever run into is that most of them will not want to be here and will not want to be chosen. They would be called upon to give up their lives and work for whatever time the trial will last, and for little money.
So they will come armed with excuses and answers to questions that they assume they will be asked, all designed to keep them off the panel. Some will succeed in that regard, and some poor suckers won’t. The latter, the poor suckers, will compose our panel.
I don’t see any obvious demographics to look for. I just want as intelligent a group as I can find because I need people to look past the easy explanation and be willing to consider our somewhat complicated case.
I also don’t want people who have been victimized by any kind of violence, especially gang violence. This extends to their friends and family; when Godfrey portrays Bobby as a gang member, I will need people who can see past that and not have a negative knee-jerk reaction.
Bobby has been brought into court today by bailiffs that picked him up at his home. He will be returned the same way at the end of each court day, as mandated by Judge Gettner. As I instructed, he is wearing a suit and tie, looking as un-gang-like as he possibly can.
The cop stationed outside Bobby’s home will remain there even when Bobby is in court, to make sure that no one enters and lies in wait. For some secret extra money, he has agreed to let Jake and Sasha into the backyard for bathroom breaks.
Godfrey has a jury consultant with him, while we don’t. I have never found one that I trust more than my own instincts, which is quite a statement, since I don’t trust my own instincts. But it’s worked pretty well for me so far, except when it hasn’t.
I caution Bobby not to show any emotion and not to make eye contact with the potential jurors, and we’re off.…
The selection goes quickly. By three o’clock we have seated a panel of twelve, with three alternates. We’ve only had to go through thirty-seven of the candidates to get this done.
The main panel has seven women and five men, with four whites, six African Americans, and two Hispanics.
I think we did fairly well, but I’m sure Godfrey thinks the same about his side.
One of us will be right.



 
 
“No calls were made from Spumoni’s after you left,” Sam says.
“But one of the phones that was in the restaurant made a call about forty-five minutes later. I assume that is when Russo got back, but I can’t be sure because I obviously don’t know when they left. I also obviously can’t be sure it was Russo who made the call.”
“Okay, Sam, I’ve got all the disclaimers. Who received the call?”
“The phone that received it is registered to Denise Giordano.”
“Is that Giordano’s wife?”
“It is. You want me to find out what was said?”
“No, I can’t have you do that, Sam.” He’s already told me of the small risk in his doing so, and I can’t take a chance on throwing him under that bus. “But this is helpful.”
“There’s more. I took a shot and checked to see if the Giordano phone made any calls after Russo’s call. It made one, to Luther Mercado.”
“Sam, the call that was made to Giordano from Russo’s house, was that phone at Spumoni’s when I was there?”
“Yes.”
“Can you track that phone and let me know when it leaves his house, from now on, in real time? Also let Marcus know as well?”
“Sure.”
I thank Sam and get off the phone. It makes sense that Giordano would call Mercado; obviously whatever Russo had to say involves them both. Most likely Russo was just telling them about my warning, which I fear might make me more of a target for Mercado.
I just wish I knew what the hell they were doing. It’s incredibly tempting to ask Sam to get a recording or transcript of what was said, but I just can’t take that chance. He would be in deep trouble legally if discovered, and I would also take a hard fall for having ordered it.
And we would both deserve it.
I ask Laurie to tell Marcus to keep an eye on Russo. It doesn’t have to be full-time … not even close to that. But if Sam reports that Russo’s phone goes anywhere, I’d very much like to know if he is meeting anyone relating to the Giordano situation.
Russo told us that Giordano and Mercado were looking for financing and Russo turned them down. Then he said something about what sounded like curses. But maybe Russo changed his mind and they are all in business together. There’s just no way for me to know.
Russo is notorious for rarely leaving his house; somehow his father’s getting his head blown off has made him sensitive to danger. I can’t imagine why.
I spend the rest of the day and evening preparing for trial, in particular, my opening statement. I don’t like to over-rehearse it; actually I don’t rehearse it at all. I know the points I need to make, and then I just talk. It sounds spontaneous because it is, and I think that makes it more effective.
The most important thing I need to do tonight is to make a preliminary decision about the defense case. Not about what the case will consist of, since I have all too few options in that regard, but rather how we will approach getting our evidence and witnesses admitted.
It’s going to be controversial; Godfrey will fight it tooth and nail. So I have two choices. One is to introduce a motion in limine now and have the battle before the trial begins. The other is not to bring it up at all, either now or later, and just start our case and watch Godfrey’s head explode. He will object and we can fight it out then.
Judge Gettner, if asked the question, would undoubtedly want to deal with it now. Judges hate surprises and like time to carefully consider matters before them. My springing it later would run counter to that.
On the other hand, we are still investigating and developing our case. Our position might be stronger later on, and I would hate to lose the argument for lack of evidence that we would have down the road.
It’s a tough call, but I think I’m going to wait and revisit the decision at the start of the defense case. Judge Gettner is fair enough not to rule against me because I’m annoying. He already knows I’m annoying.



 
 
“Ladies and gentlemen, I want to apologize in advance for what you are going to sit through,” says Godfrey.
“Murder trials in general, as you might imagine, are not sunny and bright, full of happy smiles and good news. So in following the evidence in this case, you are going to hear about gangs and you are going to see violent, upsetting images. Unfortunately it cannot be helped.”
He shakes his head in feigned dismay at the poor jurors having to hear about such evil things.
“I don’t know how much you know about gangs, but this is not the Jets and Sharks dancing down the street in West Side Story. This is real life, so it involves gangs and gang members who deal in drugs, and extortion, and prostitution, and, even more regrettably, murder.
“There was a gang in Camden called the Cobras.… Actually, let me correct that, there is a gang in Camden called the Cobras. They are an ongoing entity, a criminal enterprise that operates despite the best efforts of the police to stop them. The victim in this case, Roland Banks, was a member of that gang.”
Godfrey points to Bobby. “Robert Klaster, the defendant, was also a member of that gang until just two years ago. That’s when he turned on two of his fellow members and went to the police to accuse them of murder. They pled guilty and went to prison, and Mr. Klaster went into the witness protection program to protect himself from retribution. None of what I am telling you will be contested by the defense.
“Mr. Banks came to Paterson; we don’t know if he knew Mr. Klaster was here or not. That’s because Mr. Banks is not here to tell us; he was shot and killed. Your job is to decide whether Mr. Klaster fired the fatal shots.
“Based on what I just told you, it might seem that your task is a difficult one. I doubt you have experience in knowing how the inner workings of a deadly gang function, or what might have precipitated this murder.
“But fortunately, evidence exists to make your job easier. Forensic evidence will prove beyond a reasonable doubt, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that Mr. Klaster is the killer.
“Did he do it in self-defense? Was he protecting himself from a vengeful Mr. Banks? The defense will not even bother to claim that, but it wouldn’t matter if they did.
“People who kill in self-defense do not hide the body in a park twenty minutes from their home. They call the police and tell them what happened. They explain their actions and demonstrate why they were justifiable.
“Because of the forensic evidence, we know what happened as surely as if we had been there. One gang member killed another. You may think that Mr. Banks was a despicable individual, capable of great evil, and I would agree with you.
“But the law does not differentiate based on the character of the person who is killed, and you cannot either. It was not up to Mr. Klaster to take the life of Mr. Banks or anyone else. Like any other victim, Mr. Banks is entitled to justice. Murder is murder; the character of the victim is not a factor in the law, and you should disregard it.
“You are in a position to provide the justice that this case calls for. It’s not a pleasant job, but it is one of the most important jobs that anyone in our society can undertake.
“I know you will consider the facts and vote your conscience, and that’s all I ask. This is not a contest; it is a search for the truth. You will decide what that truth is. Thank you for listening, and thank you for your service.”
Judge Gettner asks me if I want to make my opening statement now or reserve it for the beginning of the defense case. I reply that I am ready to proceed with it. The jury is about to spend a number of days listening to the prosecution’s version of the case, and I want to make sure that at least in the back of their minds they know that there is a competing story.
When I get up, I see that Bobby’s sister, Rita, is in the gallery supporting him. He told me she worked and would not be able to stay for the whole trial, but wanted to be here as much as possible. Her husband, Jerry, the Haddonfield cop, is not here.
Jalen Davis, Bobby’s partner, is here as well. I’m not sure who is back at the store selling floor tiles, but that’s not my problem.
While Godfrey stood behind the lectern and spoke, occasionally glancing at his notes, I prefer to walk around the room. I don’t have any notes to refer to; I know what I want to say and basically how I want to say it.
“Like Mr. Godfrey, I would also like to thank you for your service. And I also believe you have a difficult and extremely important job. Our system of justice simply could not function without you and people like you.
“We have now reached the end of the list of what Mr. Godfrey and I will agree on, and the list will not get longer as the trial continues.”
Most of the jurors smile, which I was hoping for. The lawyer talking to them is Andy Carpenter, a regular, funny guy.
“Robert Klaster was a gang member. As Mr. Godfrey said, the Cobras still exist, but they’ve gone on without Mr. Klaster. He was aware of murders that they committed and he could not countenance that, so he told the police what he knew.
“This put his life in extreme danger; these were not people who took lightly what they viewed as a betrayal. Put simply, he had to leave to ensure his survival. And don’t take my word for it; take the word of the State of New Jersey, who put him in the witness protection program.
“So just to be clear, Mr. Klaster is not today a gang member and hasn’t been one for more than two years. He is the opposite of that; he is everything the gang hates and wants to eliminate.
“So Mr. Banks came to Paterson. I don’t know why he did, and nothing you hear in this trial will clear up that question. But he did not come alone, and as it turns out, he did not come with friends. You will hear all about that.
“If Mr. Klaster had killed Mr. Banks, he could have claimed it was in self-defense. After all, Mr. Banks was one of the reasons the witness protection program removed Mr. Klaster from his previous life in the first place. So he could have had a credible claim that Mr. Banks attacked him, and he responded to protect himself.
“But Mr. Klaster is not making that claim because that is not the way it happened. He had nothing to do with Mr. Banks’s death, but he made a logical place for the real killers to pin the blame. And once the police and prosecutors decided that Mr. Klaster was their man, they stopped looking, and they stopped investigating.
“They were wrong. They simply arrested the wrong man, while the real killers, and there were more than one, walked away untouched.
“That is what happened, and we will prove it. Thank you.”



 
 
Lieutenant Richard Driscoll, the Camden cop that I met with, is Godfrey’s first witness.
Godfrey has assured Judge Gettner that the witness has been carefully coached on what he can and cannot say. Based on Gettner’s previous ruling, Driscoll cannot describe Bobby’s role in the convenience store murders. In fact, Driscoll cannot mention anything about crimes Bobby may or may not have committed in the past.
If Driscoll screws up and violates these rules, it will likely be the fastest mistrial in the history of this court, and an embarrassment for Godfrey.
It would be fine with me.
Driscoll is an experienced witness, so he’s not likely to say anything that he has been told to avoid. But Godfrey must still handle him carefully.
“Lieutenant, you are familiar with a gang in Camden called the Cobras?”
“I am.”
“And to your knowledge, did that gang experience a change in leadership in recent years?”
He nods. “A number of them. First of all, they linked with an organized crime family in Philadelphia. But then two of the three leaders of the Cobras themselves were removed from the picture … violently.”
“Was Mr. Banks one of those leaders?”
“He was.”
“Who was the other one that was, as you say, ‘violently’ removed?”
“A man named Donald Briggs; he was charged with murder, pled guilty, and was ultimately killed in prison.”
“Could you describe the events that led to his being charged?”
“Yes. Along with a fellow gang member, he entered a convenience store and they shot and killed the owner and a customer.”
“So it was not a robbery?”
“It was not. They took a small amount of money, but it was to cover their real motive, which was murder.”
“You say he pled guilty; is that because there was sufficient evidence tying him to the crime?”
“Yes. Robert Klaster came forward and presented evidence that convincingly implicated them.”
“Let’s talk about Mr. Klaster. He was a member of the Cobras?”
“Yes.”
“Briefly? Had he come to them recently?” Godfrey asks.
“No, I believe he was there from the start.”
“This was a gang that profited from things like drugs, prostitution, and extortion?”
“Yes.”
Godfrey is skirting the line and doing it well. He’s tying Bobby to a gang that did all these things, without coming out and getting Driscoll to say that Bobby was a participant. Obviously the jury will assume that he was; he certainly wasn’t the gang’s chaplain.
“Were you involved in the decision to place Mr. Klaster in the witness protection program?”
“I was consulted on it, and I agreed it was necessary, but it certainly wasn’t my call,” Driscoll says.
“You agreed with the decision because Mr. Klaster would have been in danger?”
“Extreme danger. He violated the code.”
“And that danger existed because the Cobras, the gang that Mr. Klaster grew up in, was ruthless?”
“They were. They are.”
Godfrey introduces into evidence the tape of the convenience store murders. I ask that we approach the bench, and when we get there, I argue that the tape is prejudicial and has no connection to our case, since Mr. Klaster cannot be described as having participated in it.
“It’s relevant in two ways, Your Honor. First of all, it shows the absolute ruthlessness of the gang in which Mr. Klaster was a charter member. Secondly, it demonstrates the caliber of people who forced Klaster into the protection program.”
Judge Gettner says, “I’ll allow it.”
I think it’s the wrong decision, but there’s nothing I can do about it.
Godfrey asks Driscoll to describe what we are about to see, and Driscoll says, “Two members of the Cobras, Donald Briggs and John Luko, will walk into the store and shoot three bullets each into the clerk, Lester Dominguez, and a customer, Steven Anthony.”
“Did you ever determine a motive?”
“Not really. It was said by certain people that Mr. Dominguez was late on protection payments and had also not paid gambling debts. But we were never able to confirm that. As you will see, there were no collection efforts made on this day; they didn’t hesitate to fire their weapons.”
Godfrey plays the video. The jurors physically recoil from it, as would any normal human beings.
All Godfrey says when it is over is “No further questions.”
I get up to question Driscoll, mindful that I also must be careful. If I say something that brings up Bobby’s participation in the crime, then I’ll have opened the door and Judge Gettner’s ruling will no longer be applicable.
“Lieutenant Driscoll, the two killers in that video … is it fair to say that Mr. Klaster was primarily responsible for putting them behind bars?”
“Yes. Absolutely.”
“He was horrified by what they did?”
“That’s what he said. I couldn’t read his mind.”
“You said that two members of the gang leadership were fairly recently murdered. That would be Roland Banks and Donald Briggs, the latter of whom was in that video? The man who shot the customer?”
“Correct.”
“So would it be fair to say there was a violent upheaval in the gang? Two of the three leaders were killed? Donald Briggs and Roland Banks?”
“Two of three were killed, yes.” He doesn’t want to describe it as a gang upheaval, since the murders were not necessarily gang related. Fair enough.
“Did Mr. Klaster kill Donald Briggs?”
“He did not.”
“You’re sure of that?”
Driscoll nods. “Positive.”
“Did I meet with you in your office a number of weeks ago?”
“Yes.”
“Did I ask you if you saw Robert Klaster as a killer?”
“Yes.”
“Did you say you did not see him that way?”
“Yes, that’s what I said. But it was just my opinion.”
“Understood. Did I ask if it made sense, based on your knowledge of the gang, that they would have sent a person in leadership like Roland Banks to exact revenge on Mr. Klaster?”
“I said that did not make sense, that I would have thought they’d have sent a number of people further down the ladder.”
“Thank you. No further questions.”
I sit down, relatively pleased with the result of the cross-examination. But eventually the forensics will come in, and I have no real defense against that.
The only way we are going to win is by going on offense; until then we have to play rope-a-dope.
During a fifteen-minute break, I see Jalen Davis signaling that he wants to talk to me. I nod and he points toward the rear corner of the courtroom, so I meet him there.
“What is it?” I ask.
“I just thought of something … not sure why it took me until now to remember. I don’t know if Bobby mentioned this, but not long ago he was afraid there was someone outside the office in a car, waiting for him. He didn’t want to take a chance, so he asked me to bring him some papers at his house.”
“I know about it.”
“Oh, good, then sorry to bother you.”
“You left the office right after he called to bring him the papers?”
“Yes.”
“Did you see the person he was talking about?”
“No, unless I was looking in the wrong place, there was no one there.”
“Okay, let me know if you think of anything else,” I say.
“Are you going to call me as a witness?”
I nod. “In the defense case. I’ll alert you the day before.”
“I’ll be ready.”



 
 
Officer Peter Mayman was one of the first two officers on the scene in Pennington Park when Banks’s body was discovered.
He is simply here to provide needed background for Godfrey’s case; if there is no body, then there is no murder trial.
“What brought you to Pennington Park that day?” Godfrey asks.
“A nine-one-one call from a man named Cesar Machado. He worked for a contractor doing restoration on the park. He showed up for work early and discovered the body.”
“Please describe what you found when you arrived at the park.”
“About fifty feet west of the entrance, we saw Mr. Machado and another worker who had shown up. They were waving us toward them.”
Godfrey introduces an overhead photograph of the park and asks Mayman to identify the place he is talking about. He does so.
“So you went toward them?”
“Yes, but we signaled for them to meet us halfway. If they were near the body, we wanted to keep the area as uncontaminated as possible so that the forensics people could do their work.”
“So you spoke to Mr. Machado?”
“Yes, I asked him to describe what happened. He said he was walking the area, about to start his work, when he saw something that struck him as strange. He walked over and saw a human hand visible through some leaves. He immediately called nine one one.”
“What did you do next?”
“We went to the designated area, confirmed that there was a body there, and called Homicide to the scene. Then we and other officers made sure the area was secure.”
Godfrey turns the witness over to me, and my first question to Officer Mayman is “Mr. Machado saw what turned out to be the human hand from a distance?”
“I would say about thirty feet, the way he described it.”
“And he never touched it?”
“He said he did not. He just saw the hand and quickly walked away to make the phone call. He was pretty upset at what he saw.”
“Would you say that very little attempt was made to conceal the body?”
“Yes.”
I ask Officer Mayman to look at the photograph again, and I point to the footprints made by the people there. “They are sunk into the ground,” I say. “So the ground was soft?”
He nods. “It was. We had a warm spell, and it also had rained quite a bit.”
“So a relatively young male adult, in good shape, could have dug a hole and buried the body?”
“That would depend on the person.”
“Could you have dug such a hole?”
“Yes, I think so. Yes.”
“Looking at the aerial photograph, would you say that there are areas in the park, maybe farther from the entrance, where the body might not have been discovered so easily?”
“That would depend, but it’s probably true.”
“How much did Mr. Banks weigh, if you know?”
“I don’t know that.”
“If I told you that the coroner’s report said that he weighed two hundred and forty pounds, would that surprise you?”
“I don’t know either way.”
“In the soft ground, were there tire tracks leading to the area where the body was?”
“I don’t believe so.”
“And there are none in this photograph, are there?”
“No.”
“Would it be hard, in your estimation, for one person of Mr. Klaster’s size to carry a two-hundred-and-forty-pound body almost seventy feet?”
“Depends how strong he is.”
“Could two people do it more easily?”
“Of course.”
“Thank you, Officer.”
Godfrey gets up on redirect and asks if Mayman knows whether tire tracks could be helpful in identifying a car.
“I believe so, yes,” Mayman says, though I suspect he is clueless about it.
“Would that be a reason why a killer would not want to drive to the place where he was leaving the body?”
“Could be.”
I get up for a recross. “Could tire tracks be helpful only in identifying Mr. Klaster’s car?”
“No.”
“So they could also help identify the real killer’s car?”
Godfrey seems to be shot out of his chair with rocket fuel to object, and Judge Gettner sustains before Godfrey even gets to his full altitude. The judge admonishes me to be careful.
“I will, Your Honor,” I lie.



 
 
Joyce Milstein is a vice president at Verizon. I imagine that they have a lot of vice presidents, but Milstein clearly drew the short straw and got stuck coming here today.
She has absolutely nothing to do with our case; she probably doesn’t even know which of us sitting at the defense table is the defendant. She is simply here to testify about phone records that Godfrey asked her to review.
Godfrey takes her through her career path and credentials. Apparently he is unaware that any moron could read a few pages of phone call records and describe them, especially while looking at those same records.
But Godfrey hands them to her so she can accurately recite what is on them. He gets her to identify three specific numbers, and she identifies them as Bobby’s home phone, his cell phone, and Roland Banks’s cell phone.
“And these are the calls they sent and received during the three-day period we are talking about?” Godfrey asks.
“They are.”
“All of which were completed? Meaning that they were answered?”
“Yes.”
He points her to a specific call and asks her to describe it. “It was a call from Mr. Banks’s cell phone to Mr. Klaster’s home phone,” she says. “It lasted twenty-two seconds.”
“For such a short call, is it possible that a machine answered?”
“Yes, it certainly is.”
“Thank you. And what about this one?”
“It was from Mr. Klaster’s cell phone to Mr. Banks’s cell phone. It went straight to voice mail, but no message was left.”
“Did this come before or after Mr. Banks’s call?”
“Almost thirty minutes after.”
That’s all he has, so he turns the witness over to me. This is fairly devastating evidence of a connection between Banks and Bobby shortly before the murder, and I have no way to significantly damage it.
“Ms. Milstein, let’s start with the first call you identified, from Mr. Banks’s phone to Mr. Klaster’s home. What day of the week was it made?”
“A Wednesday.”
“And what time?”
“Three oh four P.M.”
“Was Mr. Klaster at home then?”
“I have no idea.”
I introduce as a defense exhibit Bobby’s work calendar, which shows that he was in the office meeting with customers. “Do you have any reason to question the accuracy of this?” I ask.
“I really couldn’t say either way.”
I now need to address the call that came from Bobby’s phone to Banks’s. It’s far more devastating to our case.
“Let’s discuss the second call, the one from Mr. Klaster’s phone. Is it possible to hack someone’s phone and make a call that makes it look like it was placed from that phone, when it actually was not?”
“It’s theoretically possible.”
“‘It’s theoretically possible,’” I repeat. “Tell me, Ms. Milstein, why is the word theoretically in that sentence?”
“Well…”
“Let’s try it without that word, just for fun, okay? Then the sentence becomes ‘It’s possible.’ Is that still a true sentence?”
“Yes.”
I introduce a newspaper article as another defense exhibit and ask her to scan through it and summarize for the jury what it is about.
“It’s a story of a person who was scammed by someone who hacked into their phone number and made calls without physically having their phone.”
“And according to the article, this actually happened?”
“Yes.”
“So to recap, not in theory but in real life, it is possible to hack someone’s phone and make a call that makes it look like it was placed from that phone?”
“Yes.”
“Do you have any evidence at all, in those records or in anything you’ve seen, that indicates that Mr. Banks and Mr. Klaster spoke to each other?”
“I don’t, no.”
“Thank you, no further questions.”
I made some progress attacking the second call, but I doubt the jury will buy it. For years public figures have been explaining away online mistakes by claiming that someone hacked their phones or accounts, and no one believes it.
So while I made a point, I’m afraid any success I had was “theoretical” rather than real.



 
 
Godfrey has just been playing around the edges so far.
He’s made sure the jury was aware that Bobby was a member of a dangerous and ruthless gang, with the obvious implication that you don’t get to be a part of a group like that if you’re a Cub Scout.
Godfrey’s also shown a connection between Banks and Bobby that went beyond their common membership in the Cobras. The calls between their phones, in Godfrey’s view, show recent contact. That will be the jury’s view as well.
But he still has not presented evidence of Bobby’s guilt in this case. Unfortunately, that is coming, and it’s coming today.
We’re still no closer to understanding what was going on with Giordano and the Cobras. I know that Banks was killed by his own associates, but I don’t know why. I also don’t know what Citrin was talking about when he said something big was happening.
Russo has only infrequently left his house, which is consistent with his normal practice. When he did leave, Sam was on top of it and contacted both Marcus and me, but nothing came of it.
On the good-news front, none of that matters much to the task ahead of me, which is to get Bobby acquitted. I don’t have to show the motive for Banks having been killed, nor do I have to show the jury the inner workings and plans of the gang.
I just have to show them that someone else could reasonably be assumed to have committed the murder. It’s no small job, but it’s nice not to have to reveal the big picture.
As always, Eddie and I get to court before the bailiffs arrive with Bobby. I can see in his face that he is more distressed than usual, so I ask what’s wrong.
“Jalen came over last night. We didn’t get the loan; he’s reapplying but isn’t optimistic. If we don’t get it, then we won’t be able to expand like we wanted.”
“Sorry to hear that, Bobby, but keep your eye on the ball. The trial should be your focus; everything else is just noise.”
“But it means it will be that much longer until I can pay you.”
“So Laurie, Ricky, and I will just eat porridge and beans until you can come up with the money.”
He laughs a short laugh, but is clearly upset about this. It makes me like him more and increases the pressure to win the damn case, as if there wasn’t enough already.
Godfrey calls Sergeant Lorie Converse to the stand, and her testimony is not likely to improve Bobby’s mood. I’m not going to be crazy about it either.
Sergeant Converse works in forensics; she is competent and professional, and I know from previous cases she comes across well to a jury. In this case, of course, it’s not her demeanor I’m worried about; it’s what she has to say.
Godfrey establishes that Converse is an eleven-year veteran of the department, and that she has worked on hundreds of cases. He even brings out that she turned down a promotion to supervisor because that would have drastically reduced her time out in the field.
The jury can see that she is smart, affable, talented, and knowledgeable and loves her work.
I despise her.
Godfrey asks her if she examined Bobby’s car in connection with the search warrant that was served.
“Yes, I did.”
“Can you describe your findings that might be relevant to this case?”
“Sure. There were bloodstains in the trunk. We ran them through the database and got a match for Roland Banks.”
“His DNA was already in the database?”
“Yes. He had been convicted of previous crimes. We also then reconfirmed the match by taking a sample from Mr. Banks’s body. Not surprisingly, it was also a match.”
“So you can safely say that it was Mr. Banks’s blood that was in the trunk of Mr. Klaster’s car?”
She nods. “The chance of it not being his are one in eleven billion.”
Godfrey then takes her to describe the search of Bobby’s house, and she reveals that a gun was found in the cabinet in the den. Ballistic tests showed it to be the murder weapon.
Her testimony has been incredibly effective; Godfrey has brought out the key facts quickly and impactfully. By the time he turns the witness over to me, the jurors must be trying to decide how many life sentences they should give Bobby.
“Sergeant Converse, you said you found Mr. Banks’s blood in the trunk of Mr. Klaster’s car,” I say. “Was it a significant amount?”
“That depends on your definition of significant. It was far more than just traces; that much I can say. You can see by the photographs what I’m talking about.”
“So it was obviously noticeable by the naked eye as soon as you looked at it?”
She nods. “Definitely.”
“Have you seen some of the photographs that the jury has already seen of the body as it was found?”
“I have, and I was also on the scene.”
“Is it true that Mr. Banks was wearing a flannel shirt, without a jacket?”
“Yes.”
“So I assume you found traces or fiber from the flannel in the trunk, along with the blood?”
She hesitates a moment. “No, we did not.”
“Why would that be? Flannel is a fabric that typically would leave fibers, would it not?”
“Not necessarily.”
I turn and go to the defense table. Eddie reaches down and hands me two items, which I bring toward the witness stand. “This is a carpet exactly like the carpet in Mr. Klaster’s car. And this is a flannel shirt that is the exact same type, from the same manufacturer, as the shirt that Mr. Banks was wearing.”
I press the shirt against the carpet and rub it a little. “Obviously, since Mr. Banks was two hundred and forty pounds, the shirt would have been pressed with more force if he were actually in the trunk. So I wonder if you can do me a favor? Can you take this carpet back to your office and test it for fibers from the shirt? You can come back during the defense case and reveal the answer, whatever it might be.”
She doesn’t know what to say, so she turns for help to Godfrey.
“Your Honor, this is way out of line,” he says. “The defense can run whatever tests they want whenever they want.”
I nod as if that’s what I expected, which in fact it was. “I’ll take that as a no.”
I turn back to Sergeant Converse. “Sorry, my bad, I had thought I heard Mr. Godfrey in his opening statement say this was a search for the truth.”
Judge Gettner immediately strikes that comment from the record and warns me to be “very, very careful.” He uses his stern judge voice to intimidate me.
I bring the props back to the defense table and face the witness again. “We can see from the photographs that Mr. Banks had a full head of hair. Did you find any of his hair in the trunk?”
“We did not.” Then she adds that it’s possible the body was wrapped in some kind of material, like vinyl, that would have prevented the fiber transfer.
I nod as if that explains everything. “Oh, I see, you mean the type of vinyl that lets large amounts of bloodstain through, but not flannel fibers or hair. I’ve heard about vinyl like that.”
I cringe a bit waiting for Judge Gettner to come down on me for that comment, but he doesn’t, so I move on. “Now let’s talk about the gun in the cabinet. You tested it for fingerprints?”
“Yes.”
“Were there any on it besides Mr. Klaster’s?”
“There were none at all.”
“None?” I ask in fake surprise. “Not even Mr. Klaster’s?”
“No.”
“If someone fires a gun, is it possible there would be no prints on it at all?”
“Yes, if it were wiped clean after it was fired.”
“So your theory is that Mr. Klaster wiped the gun clean to avoid his fingerprints being on it, and then he put it in his own cabinet in his own den?”
“I couldn’t say.”
“Were there prints on the handle that opens the cabinet?”
“No.”
“So did Mr. Klaster also wipe that clean, hoping that if the police found the gun they wouldn’t realize the cabinet was in his house?”
Godfrey objects, but before the judge can rule on it, I withdraw the question and let Sergeant Converse off the stand. My guess is she’s glad about that.



 
 
Coroner is way up on the list of jobs I would not like to have … even above lawyer.
And Dr. Janet Carlson is at the top of the list of people I would not expect to take that job. Janet, who is a friend, is quite beautiful.… I would have said “drop-dead beautiful” were we talking about a different line of work.
She is also funny, with a dry sense of humor that probably helps her cope with what she sees every day she goes to work. She’s clearly smart; one can tell that just by talking to her, even without knowing that she graduated from Harvard Medical School.
For an introvert like me, the only positives I can see in that job are that you don’t have to develop a relationship with the patients or perfect a bedside, or in this case slab-side, manner.
I’ve cross-examined Janet many times and have yet to land a punch. That’s because she knows the facts and states them without any bias whatsoever. Jurors know she is telling the truth and therefore have no patience for any lawyer that is trying to prove otherwise.
This is not a howdunit; anyone could figure out that Roland Banks died from gunshot wounds in the chest. In bringing Janet in to testify, Godfrey is using her to show more gory pictures that will shock and sicken the jury and make them angry at the defendant, who Godfrey has already told them committed the violent crime. Certainly they will want to blame and punish someone for this inhumanity, and at this point Bobby is their only option.
“Were you called to Pennington Park when the body was discovered?” Godfrey asks.
“I was. I arrived about a half hour after the nine-one-one call was received.”
“So Mr. Banks’s body was still there?”
“It was. It had already been determined that he was deceased; that was obvious.”
“And you determined the cause of death?”
“That was also obvious; there were gunshot wounds to his chest. We brought the body back to the office, and we confirmed it.”
“So the gunshots were premortem?”
“Yes.”
“Were you able to estimate time of death?”
“Not with any precision. I believe death occurred two to three days before the body was discovered. Perhaps even longer.”
“Did death occur where the body was found?”
“No, almost certainly not. There would have been blood and tissue spread as a result of the impact of the bullets, and there was none.”
“But the rain couldn’t have washed it away?”
“I would say not; certainly not all of it.”
“Were you able to determine how far away from Mr. Banks the shooter was?”
“I would say not more than two feet.”
“And he was facing the shooter?”
“Yes. And at the level and angle the bullets entered, both the shooter and victim were both standing, or both sitting.”
Godfrey is showing just how cold-blooded the killing was. The shooter faced his victim and shot bullets into him from a short distance away.
The jury is hanging on every word, even though they have learned little from this testimony. They already knew that Banks was shot to death and his body left in the park. Knowing the details that Janet is providing in no way helps them determine Bobby’s guilt or innocence, but that’s not Godfrey’s purpose. He is trying to horrify and anger them.
Mission accomplished.
I think I see the hint of a small smile on Janet’s face as I approach. She knows how the game is played and is probably looking forward to telling her good friend Laurie about this cross-examination when it’s over.
“Dr. Carlson, when the body was removed from the ground and put into your van, how was that accomplished?”
She looks a little confused. “It … he … was put on a stretcher with wheels and taken to the van. Is that what you mean?”
“Yes. How many people did it take to put the body onto the stretcher?”
“If I remember correctly, I think three officers did it.”
“One person could not have done it?”
“I would doubt it. Mr. Banks was a very large man.”
“You estimated the time of death as from two to three days before he was found, maybe longer. Does that accurately characterize what you said?”
“Yes.”
“Could the body have been in that spot in the park all that time?”
She shakes her head. “I would very much doubt that.”
“Why?”
“It had rained about eight hours before it was discovered. But the body was relatively dry, just some transferred moisture from the wet leaves. Had it been there during the rain, it would have been much wetter.”
“So it’s likely that the killer, or killers, shot Mr. Banks and then kept his body for two or three days, maybe longer, before leaving it in the park?”
“It would seem that way.”
“Can you think of a reason they would do that?”
“That’s not really my area of expertise.”
“I’m just spitballing here, but could it have been so that they would have the time to plant evidence?”
“I don’t know.”
“I understand. Thank you, Doctor, more to come on this later.”



 
 
Lieutenant Jake Marrone is the detective who was in charge of this case under Pete Stanton.
The only reason that Pete was at the Tara Foundation to assist in the arrest was that he knew me and would make the call to get me to bring Bobby outside. But Marrone handled the nuts and bolts of the case.
Marrone’s testimony is basically to sum up Godfrey’s case. All the evidence has been presented; he will use Marrone to state his theory of what happened. It is sort of a closing argument in advance of closing arguments.
“Lieutenant, do you know why Roland Banks was in Paterson?”
“I don’t know for sure.”
“But you know that he was high up in the Cobras, the gang that both he and Mr. Klaster were members of?”
“Yes, our investigation revealed that.”
“And did it also reveal that Mr. Klaster’s testimony sent another member of that leadership, Donald Briggs, to prison? Along with another member?”
“Yes.”
“Did that lead you to a theory about Mr. Banks’s presence here?”
“It’s certainly possible that he was seeking revenge against Mr. Klaster, but as I said, I can’t be certain of that. Obviously the phone calls between them revealed contact, or at least attempted contact, but the nature of that contact remains unclear.”
“If Mr. Klaster accepted entry into the witness protection program, is it likely that he saw people like Mr. Banks as a danger?”
I stand to object. “Calls for speculation, Your Honor. The witness cannot possible know what was in Mr. Klaster’s mind.” I could be objecting more, but I don’t think Marrone is damaging us. He isn’t presenting new information, and I want to be able to cross-examine him without restrictions.
Judge Gettner sustains the objection, so Godfrey gets Marrone to say, “Certainly he was in danger. That is why he was put into the program.”
“Is this why you made the arrest? Because of the bad blood between the two men?”
Marrone shakes his head. “No. Clearly that fueled our suspicions and provided potential motives. But the victim’s blood in his car and the murder weapon in his house clinched it.”
When it’s time to cross-examine, I ask Marrone if he investigated Bobby’s life and actions since his move to Paterson.
“Of course,” he says.
“Did you find any criminality? Any violence? Any theft? Any parking tickets?”
“We did not.”
“Does anything trouble you about the investigation?”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, for example, does it trouble you that you don’t know where Mr. Banks’s body was for two or three days after the shooting?”
“No, it could have been hidden anywhere.”
I nod. “Does it trouble you that you don’t know why Mr. Banks’s body was held for two or three days before it was left in the park?”
“No, the reason doesn’t matter; the evidence does.”
“Does it trouble you that the killer might have used that time to plant evidence?”
“There is no indication of that.”
“Does it trouble you that there were no prints on the gun or the cabinet it was found in?”
“No.”
“You don’t find that strange?”
“No.”
“Does it trouble you that no blood evidence was found in Mr. Klaster’s house, or on his clothes, even after supposedly carrying that two-hundred-and-forty-pound dead body around?”
“No.”
“It must be nice to go through life so untroubled.”
Godfrey objects and Judge Gettner strikes the comment and admonishes me.
“Lieutenant Marrone, when is the first time you heard the name Robert Klaster?”
“Two days before the arrest.”
“When was the first time you heard the name Roland Banks?”
“At the same time.”
“And how did you first come to hear those names?”
“We received an anonymous call telling us that Mr. Banks was a murder victim and that Mr. Klaster was the perpetrator.”
“An anonymous call?” I ask, just to make sure the jury didn’t sleep through the answer.
“Yes.”
“Does the identity of the caller remain anonymous?”
“Yes.”
“I assume that doesn’t trouble you either?”
“I would rather we knew the source, but such tips come in all the time. The caller usually wants to avoid personal danger.”
“So let me sum this up,” I say. “Your theory is that Mr. Klaster committed this murder, then foolishly left blood in the trunk of his car, the murder weapon in a cabinet in his house, and that an anonymous person told you he did it. Then he left the body where it could easily be discovered, rather than burying it.
“That didn’t seem too easy for you? Would it have been better if someone put up a sign in front of Mr. Klaster’s house that said, ‘The killer lives here’?”
Godfrey objects, the judge strikes the question from the record. Business as usual.
I shake my head in feigned disgust. “No further questions.”
Godfrey has to be at least a little concerned with my cross-examination because he gets up on redirect to rehabilitate his witness.
“Lieutenant, is it unusual for you to get tips, often anonymous, that point you in a particular direction?”
“Not at all. They are not always accurate, but often they are.”
“And is it unusual to find forensic evidence tying a killer to the crime?”
“Certainly not.”
“And is it unusual to find the murder weapon still in the possession of the guilty party?”
“Not at all.”
I get up to do a quick recross. “I have one other question for you, Lieutenant. Where is Banks’s car?”
“What do you mean?”
“What do I mean by car? It’s those things with four wheels that you see on the highway.”
Godfrey objects and Judge Gettner sustains and warns me. Big surprise.
“I mean what happened to Banks’s car? I assume he drove here from Camden? Or did you find evidence he took the bus, or maybe hitchhiked?”
“I don’t know. We did not find his car.”
“So maybe he didn’t come alone, and someone else drove the car. And then drove it away after Banks was killed?”
“I saw no evidence of any of that.”
“Hang around and watch the trial, Lieutenant. You’ll see plenty. Thank you.”



 
 
Decision time is here and where I come out on this will go a long way to determining how successful our defense will be.
I will be introducing evidence that Godfrey will object to; he will tell Judge Gettner that none of it should be admitted. He’ll have a decent argument for at least part of his position, while he will certainly lose on some of it.
The problem for our side is that we need it all in, or the entire thing falls apart.
One name that has not been mentioned in the courtroom is Alex Castro, the desk clerk at the Pioneer Motor Inn who was himself murdered. I’m going to try to change that; he spoke to us and it cost him his life. My goal is to make sure his voice is heard.
I wish I had recorded the conversation with Castro, but I didn’t. But both Marcus and Corey heard every word he had to say, and I would like one of them to testify to it.
A crowbar is necessary to pry words out of Marcus, so Corey is the obvious choice. The problem is that for Corey to repeat what he heard Castro tell us is classic hearsay, and therefore inadmissible on its face. There is a dying-declaration exception to the hearsay rule, but it is only applicable when the speaker’s death is imminent and he knows he is uttering his last words.
Neither Castro nor I knew that his death was relatively imminent. I wish we did; then we might have prevented it.
That will be Godfrey’s default position, and Judge Gettner will agree. I think I have a way around it, but it’s going to be tricky, and success is far from guaranteed.
But that’s the crucial decision I was referring to. I have no choice about it; I simply have to get Corey on the stand, as well as the other evidence that he will speak to. The question is how I do it.
I can anticipate Godfrey’s objection and ask for a meeting between us and the judge to argue the matter. Or, I can go ahead and present my case, and the argument can ensue when Godfrey objects. With the latter approach I can pretend that I just assumed there would be no problem, and I’m surprised that Godfrey would see one.
Nobody will believe my bullshit, but bullshitter is a role I am comfortable in. It suits my personality.
Like everything else, I will leave this decision to the last minute, which in this case is tomorrow morning. Meanwhile, I have to be ready for all eventualities.
To that end, Corey has come over tonight to go over his testimony. Marcus is here as well, since he was on the scene the night we spoke to Castro, and he can remind us if we forgot anything.
“Since you’re a lawyer, I assume you know that everything I would testify to is hearsay,” Corey says. “I’m a dumb ex-cop, and even I know it.”
“I’m aware of the hearsay issue,” I say. “I think I have a way around it. I hope I have a way around it.”
So we start to get into it, and I am glad but not surprised that Corey has such an excellent memory for what Castro said. Corey certainly recalls it better than I do, and Marcus’s presence is not necessary.
It takes about an hour to go through all the details, then we get into how the testimony will unfold. I tell Corey the kind of questions I will ask, and he responds in the way he will on the stand.
The good news is that, as an ex-cop, Corey has testified many times. He’s quick and unflappable; I just hope the jury gets to hear him.
We’re midway through when the phone rings. Laurie obviously answers it in the other room and, moments later, comes in and tells Marcus she has to talk with him. I have no problem with Marcus leaving; we are past the point where his contributions could be necessary.
An hour later we’re done. Corey is more than ready; he will be an extremely effective witness, if I can get him on the stand.
I’d better get him on the stand.



 
 
It was Monday evening, so Joseph Russo, Jr., went to Spumoni’s to eat.
The restaurant is closed every Monday, mainly because Russo owns a controlling interest in the restaurant and wants it that way. He likes to eat alone, which is why Monday is his night of choice to go there.
He eats alone, but he is not alone when he eats. He always has his two bodyguards with him, but they don’t get a chance to sample the cuisine. Their job is to protect their boss.
The chef and waiter don’t stay around once dinner is served; Russo likes it that way. Russo’s preferences represent the rule of law at Spumoni’s.
On this night he ate quickly so that he could head home and watch the Knicks game. Russo had always been a Knicks fan; he fondly remembers when his father used to take him to games, long before good old Dad had his head blown off.
Russo still has courtside seats to the games, but he never uses them. He always vows to use them for the playoffs, but the Knicks make the playoffs so rarely and have so little chance at the title that he doesn’t bother.
But there’s always next year.
When it was time to leave, they went through the same procedure as always. Russo’s car was parked in the lot in back, so they headed for the back door. The two bodyguards went out first to make sure no danger was lurking.
The area was lit up so it was fairly easy to see if anyone was there who shouldn’t be.
The bodyguards did their quick, routine search and signaled to Russo that it was okay to come out. He did so, and the door closed behind him.
Within seconds of the door closing, before the bodyguards could take more than a step toward the car, they were blown away by six bullets, all of which found their mark. There was little noise except that of the bodies hitting the ground; whoever fired the shots used a silencer.
Russo immediately turned to try to get back in the restaurant, but the door had locked behind him. “Freeze, Junior!” a voice yelled, and he did so. He had no choice, no escape.
He looked to the side, along the building, where the voice came from. Two assailants were standing there, guns drawn. They were hiding there, in shadows, and were not where the bodyguards could see them. Had they seen them, the bodyguards would have been dispatched with anyway.
“You don’t need to do this,” Russo said. “I can make it worth your while; I’ll give you much more than you are getting for this.”
One of the men laughed. “Luther Mercado wanted you to know, just before you die, that he wins and you lose.”
“No—” Junior said.
The man who had been speaking went down from a huge, crushing blow to his head from behind. His gun clattered to the ground.
The other man, stunned and not realizing what was happening, turned to see where the blow came from.
He barely had time to see Marcus Clark before Marcus smashed an elbow into the side of his head. He dropped like a stone, landing on his partner.
Russo could only look on in amazement at what had just transpired. He stared at Marcus, who did not say a word.
Finally, Russo said, “Thank you. I got it from here.”
Marcus just nodded, and Russo added, “I owe you, and I owe the lawyer. You tell him that.”



 
 
If almost anyone else was telling the story, I would not believe it could be true.
But it has to be true because the person relating it is Marcus Clark. Marcus Clark rarely speaks, but when he does, what he says can be regarded as fact.
Marcus saved the life of Joseph Russo, Jr. I’m not sure society benefited from his having done so, but Marcus is not a big fan of people getting gunned down in cold blood, without a chance to defend themselves.
I don’t know what the immediate fate was of the two shooters that Mercado sent after Russo, but I sincerely doubt that they are making plans to go to the senior prom. Marcus doesn’t think he hit them hard enough to kill them, but I have no doubt that Russo’s people finished the job.
That would leave four bodies … the two shooters and Russo’s two bodyguards. I have a hunch none of them will be found by park workers, or by joggers with dogs. But if someone ever empties the Passaic River, there they will be.
One thing is for sure; we’re not going to read about the incident in tomorrow’s paper or see it on the morning newscasts. Russo would have made one phone call and summoned people to deal with the remnants of the shoot-out, and he would have gone home, probably shaken but intact.
Marcus said that Russo wanted me to know that he owes both of us. That’s nice to know if I ever need a good deal on a hit man. But at the very least it’s better than having him as an enemy.
I call Sam and ask him to let me know who Russo calls tonight. My guess is that he will call Giordano, since Mercado is the one who sent the people to kill him.
Giordano will probably profess that he had nothing to do with it and will promise to deal with Mercado. I doubt that it will be true; as crazy as Mercado is said to be, it would seem unlikely that he would go after someone as powerful as Joseph Russo, Jr., without the approval of his boss. Russo would obviously know this better than I do; he’ll have no doubt the order came from Giordano.
The next step will be up to Russo, and if I know him at all, I would not want to be Luther Mercado’s life insurance agent.



 
 
“The defense calls Jalen Davis.”
I’m deliberately starting slow; Davis is simply going to be a character witness for Bobby. The jury will not be impressed by it, but it will hopefully make the stunning witnesses to follow all the more impactful.
“Mr. Davis, you are a partner of Mr. Klaster in the flooring company known as Davis and Moore Flooring?”
“Yes.”
“Who is Moore?”
“That was the name Mr. Klaster was going by when he was in the witness protection program. Derek Moore.”
“How long were you and Mr. Klaster in business together?”
“Slightly more than two years.”
“You consider him a friend as well as a partner?”
“Absolutely. One of my best friends.”
“You have found him trustworthy?”
Davis nods vigorously, overdoing it but hoping the jury will see his sincerity. “Totally.”
“Ever see him be violent?”
“Never.”
“Did he ever show a significant temper?”
“Absolutely not. He is the most easygoing person I have ever met.”
I do not want to ask if Bobby had confided his past to Davis. I know he did, but I don’t want the jury to know it. If Bobby was free with that information, it would make it more likely that the Cobras found out about his location, which could explain why Banks came to Paterson.
“You shared a financial interest in the company?” I ask.
Davis nods. “Fifty-fifty.”
“And you never worried about that? Never had any reason to distrust him?”
Davis shakes his head so hard he might strain a muscle, but he is clearly trying to play to the jury. “Never. I would trust him with my life.”
“Thank you.”
I turn him over to Godfrey, who frowns at having to deal with this triviality.
“Mr. Davis, do you have any information about the death of Mr. Banks?”
“No.”
“Do you know where Mr. Klaster was when Mr. Banks was killed?
“I do not.”
“Did you know that Mr. Klaster kept a gun in his house?”
“No.”
“Do you know how Mr. Banks’s blood was found in the trunk of Mr. Klaster’s car?”
“No.”
“Thank you.”



 
 
Tony Giordano knew the call was coming and knew how to handle it.
Joseph Russo, Jr., had survived the attempt on his life and was calling Giordano to accuse him of orchestrating it.
Russo’s voice had a controlled anger that even someone like Giordano found intimidating. Russo was not someone to be messed with; when you strike at the king, you had best kill the king.
They had not killed the king.
“It was Mercado, Joseph. The guy is crazy, and he flies off the handle. It won’t happen again; I promise you that.”
Giordano was lying; Russo knew that, and Giordano knew he knew it. Giordano had authorized the hit and it didn’t work. To admit his role in it would have been to provoke a war, and neither man wanted that.
“He works for you,” Russo said. “You are responsible for what your people do.”
“I know that and you are right. I will make this good; our friendship must be maintained.”
What Giordano was not saying was that Russo knew about Giordano’s huge plans and could sabotage them by talking to the Feds. That simply could not be allowed to happen.
“Friends do not do what you did,” Russo said.
“On my children’s lives, I had nothing to do with this. You tell me how I can make this right.”
So Russo told him.



 
 
“The defense calls Detective Roger Cummings.”
Detective Cummings is a homicide detective in Paterson PD, which means he works for Pete Stanton. He is not used to being called as a defense witness, but I explained to him what I wanted, which was simply for him to tell the truth.
“Detective, are you familiar with the name Alex Castro?”
“Yes.”
I expected Godfrey to object as soon as I called the witness, but he waited until I asked the first question to request that we approach the bench.
“Your Honor, there has been no showing that Alex Castro has anything to do with this case. It is the beginning of a complete fishing expedition that I request the court stop now, before the jury is thoroughly confused by irrelevant material.”
Judge Gettner turns to me, and I say, “Your Honor, Mr. Castro is not only relevant to the case, but he is absolutely crucial. I can promise the court that we will establish that relevance, but we need to be allowed to present our case.
“If we fail to deliver on my good-faith promise, you can destroy us in a charge to the jury, and you can have me drawn and quartered.”
Judge Gettner nods; I think he’s salivating at the prospect of coming down on me with full force. “You can proceed for the moment, Mr. Carpenter, but I will be watching. Do not go too far afield.”
“Thank you, Your Honor.”
Godfrey and I leave the bench, and I resume questioning the witness.
“How did you come to be acquainted with Mr. Castro?”
“I was called to the scene when his body was discovered in Totowa Oval.”
“Did he die of natural causes?”
“No, he was murdered. Strangled.”
“Tell us about him, please.”
“He was thirty-seven years old, Caucasian, five foot ten, one hundred and sixty pounds. A native Patersonian, graduated Eastside High School. For the last two years of his life he worked as a desk clerk on the evening shift at the Pioneer Motor Inn in Garfield.”
“Have you found his killer?”
“Not yet, but the investigation is ongoing.”
“Have I provided you information that might help in that investigation?”
“Hopefully, yes.”
“Thank you. No further questions.”
Godfrey opts not to ask any questions on cross-examination; his facial expression says it’s not worth his time.
Fine with me.
“The defense calls Corey Douglas.”
Corey takes the stand, and my first questions are designed to demonstrate his admirable service during his twenty-five years in the Paterson Police Department.
Then I ask, “But you’re retired from the force now?”
“Yes.”
“What is your current occupation?”
“I’m a private investigator.”
“Do you work with me?”
He nods. “Among other clients.”
“Are you working with me on this case?”
“Yes.”
“Were you with me at the Pioneer Motor Inn when I spoke to Alex Castro?”
“Yes.”
“Good. I’d like to talk with you about that conversation.”
“Your Honor.” Godfrey is almost screaming. “May we approach?”
Gettner allows it, and Godfrey and I head to the bench. “Your Honor, this is classic hearsay. The jury should not hear another word.”
The judge looks sternly at me. “Mr. Carpenter, I warned you not to go too far afield. There is no field big enough to contain what you are attempting to do.”
“What I am doing is an accepted exception to the hearsay rule, Your Honor. If you will give me the opportunity to explain—”
He interrupts me. “Not here. In chambers.”
Judge Gettner excuses the jury and we’re on the way to his chambers. He does not look happy, but I hope he has an open mind, or Bobby is in deep trouble.



 
 
“Mr. Carpenter, you have the floor.”
“Thank you, Your Honor. Alex Castro died not long after talking to me and two of my investigators, Corey Douglas and Marcus Clark.
Godfrey interrupts, “That is not a dying declaration, Your Honor.”
I stare at Godfrey and say, “Thank you for sharing that. Any other non sequiturs you want to mention before I continue?”
Godfrey gives me an if-looks-could-kill look, but I don’t wait for an answer and turn back to Judge Gettner. “I was not claiming it to be a dying declaration; I was merely providing necessary background. Ordinarily, Mr. Douglas repeating what Mr. Castro told us would be hearsay, and in an ordinary situation we would not seek to introduce it into the record.
“However, as Your Honor, and maybe even Mr. Godfrey, knows, there are exceptions to the hearsay rule, and one of them comes into play when there is independent corroboration.
“We have such corroboration to present; it is substantial and it is conclusive.”
Godfrey shakes his head. “We will allegedly be hearing Mr. Castro’s words, which will no doubt be helpful to the defense, yet we will not have the ability to cross-examine him. It defines the term hearsay.”
I frown. “As I was saying, we have substantial and conclusive corroboration that will demonstrate the trustworthiness of Mr. Castro’s statements, as related by Mr. Douglas. It qualifies as a residual exception to the hearsay rule. It is testimony that goes to the truth of the matter and is therefore probative.”
“Your Honor, not only has Mr. Carpenter failed to present such corroboration, but the entire matter relates to an issue that is irrelevant,” Godfrey says. “We are not charging Mr. Klaster with the murder of Alex Castro. Mr. Carpenter is asking this court to jump through hoops to admit testimony of an issue not before the court.”
The frustration is evident on Godfrey’s face. He has to know that if he wins this argument, he wins the case, but I think he’s afraid he’s losing. “It would be laughable if this were not such a serious matter,” he says.
“Your Honor, Mr. Castro provided information which led us to facts which exonerate Mr. Klaster. We have corroboration that demonstrates the accuracy of what he said. You have already allowed testimony about Mr. Castro, so Mr. Godfrey is now seeking to revisit an issue that has already been resolved.
“I am simply asking that we be allowed to present our case as we see fit, in the order that we think best. Mr. Douglas’s testimony is crucial to our case and to the search for the truth.
“The corroboration provides a clear residual exception to the hearsay rule, and it will demonstrate the accuracy of what Mr. Douglas will tell the jury. Your Honor has complete discretion to allow it.” I’m repeating myself because I have nothing else to say, and because I think what I am saying is compelling … or should be.
Judge Gettner considers this for at least thirty seconds, then says, “Mr. Carpenter, I am going to have to see and hear that corroboration before the jury does, and before I will allow Mr. Douglas’s testimony.”
“Here and now?” I ask.
The judge nods. “Here and now.”
I smile. “Ask and ye shall receive.”



 
 
Planting the explosives at the Port of Philadelphia would be maybe the easiest part of the operation.
That’s because the bomb was not going to be placed within the port area itself, but rather in a car parked near the entrance.
The explosion might or might not cause injuries or fatalities; it would depend on who was nearby at the moment it was detonated. That detonation would happen remotely, with a simple phone call.
But the possibility and number of casualties was simply not a factor in the planning.
The goal was to cause panic, and more important, chaos.
That would be accomplished with ease.



 
 
“Mr. Douglas, before our interruption we were about to discuss the conversation that I had with Alex Castro, which you listened to.”
Corey smiles. “Yes, I remember.”
“Where did it take place?”
“Outside the Pioneer Motor Inn in Garfield, near the back of the building, just past room twenty-one, which is the last room.”
“What time was it?”
“Around ten thirty P.M.”
“The investigation by the police determined that Roland Banks stayed at the Pioneer when he was in this area. Did Mr. Castro confirm that?”
“He did.”
“What did he say about Mr. Banks’s arrival there?”
“That he came in one night and paid cash for the room, for a week’s stay. Mr. Castro was surprised by that, since that is a long time for guests at that motel. Mr. Castro also reported that Mr. Banks gave him an extra hundred dollars in cash to ensure his silence.”
“Silence about what?”
“He didn’t say.”
“Did he say Mr. Banks was alone?”
“No. He reported that there were two other men with him. They stood behind Mr. Banks as he checked in. Mr. Castro said he had the feeling they were watching him, as if they were controlling him.”
“What happened next, according to Mr. Castro?”
“They asked for room twenty-one, which he gave them. He didn’t see them again until a few nights later when he said he was out on patrol. That was when he would walk in front and back of all the rooms. He did that at two-hour intervals.”
“What happened that night when he was on patrol?” I ask.
“The three men, and a fourth, came out of the room and got in their car. Mr. Banks got in the backseat with one of the men, and the other two got in the front. The new person saw Mr. Castro and got out of the car to approach him. He was a large man, intimidating, and Mr. Castro said he was scared.”
“What did he say or do?”
“He grabbed Mr. Castro by the neck and squeezed. He said that Mr. Castro was to forget he saw any of them, or he’d come back to deal with Mr. Castro. He said the man was strong and that his neck still pained him where it was grabbed.”
“Did Mr. Castro agree to be quiet?”
“Yes. And when he did, the man gave him a one-hundred-dollar bill.”
“Did I ask Mr. Castro if he had related this story to the police?”
Corey nods. “He said he had lied and told them he did not remember Banks; he said he was afraid of the men.”
“Why did he tell us what happened and not the police?”
“I believe he was afraid of us as well,” Corey says. “And we paid him five hundred dollars to tell us what he knew.”
Godfrey starts his cross with “Mr. Douglas, you work for Mr. Carpenter with some frequency, and on this case in particular?”
“Yes.”
“And Mr. Carpenter’s goal is to have Mr. Klaster found not guilty?”
“That’s his job,” Corey says.
I’m not thrilled with that answer; it makes me sound like a hired gun rather than a person searching for the truth.
“So that is your job as well?” Godfrey asks. “To get this jury to say that Mr. Klaster is not guilty?”
“My job is to uncover evidence and provide it to Mr. Carpenter. Then he uses it as he sees fit.”
“And you consider the conversation with Mr. Castro to be evidence?”
“I do.”
“Which Mr. Carpenter paid for?”
“Yes. He paid it to entice Mr. Castro to tell us the truth.”
“Could he have told you a story to make sure he got the money?”
“At the time I did not think so, and subsequent events make me positive he was telling the truth.”
“So in your version, he was so afraid of these men that he lied to the police, who could have protected him, but told the truth to you, who could not?”
“Yes.”
“And the police did not pay him, but you did?”
“Correct.”
“Is it possible that he made up the story to get the money?”
“No.”
“It’s not possible?”
“No. He told us he was afraid and now he is dead. So turns out he had good reason to be afraid.”
Way to go, Corey.
What I could not have Corey say is how we came to believe that the bad guys learned about Castro talking to us and retaliated by killing him. The truth, that I was followed by someone reporting our whereabouts to Luther Mercado, is not something I have the ability to introduce.
It would actually be hearsay, without corroboration, and Judge Gettner would strangle me if I got Corey to say it.
That is why I didn’t.



 
 
I think that Corey’s testimony today was effective, but as always, I could be wrong.
The jurors could be thinking that while it’s an interesting diversion, the blood was in Bobby’s car and the gun was in his house.
Case closed.
Tomorrow we will introduce corroborating evidence supporting Corey’s account, and that will help drive it home. But the jury could still resist making the connection between the deaths of Alex Castro and Roland Banks, even though in my view it will be right in front of them.
I didn’t have much time today to think about the attempt on Russo’s life, and Marcus thwarting it. It is a stunner; if Giordano is behind it, as would be expected, it’s a declaration of war. But why would he risk that, and why now? If Giordano has something big going on, and Mercado is spearheading it, why would they add the immense headache of going after Russo right now?
They would have had to know it could possibly fail, even if they hadn’t factored Marcus into the equation. And they would certainly know that Russo’s reaction, if he survived, would not be “Good try, guys … better luck next time.”
If Mercado went off book and justified his reputation as crazy by doing this without Giordano’s authorization, then he created a huge problem for his boss.
Being a member of leadership in the Cobras has already proven to be a job with a short life expectancy. Briggs died in prison, and Banks died here in Paterson. Mercado could be next, depending on what Giordano knows and when he knew about the attempted hit on Russo.
It’s certainly an interesting development, lots to chew on, but it’s nothing that will get anywhere near our jury, and that’s where my focus has to be.
I try to keep the rest of my life as normal as possible during a trial, so I have dinner with Laurie and Ricky, take the dogs for their walk, and tuck Ricky into bed. Then I settle into the den to do some work, with a basketball game on as background noise.
I know the material cold; there is nothing that can come up that I am not familiar with, and certainly not during the defense case. I am calling the shots and asking the questions, so unless I somehow surprise myself, I am adequately prepared.
But a trial is intense and I feel like I have to remain sharp. If I spend an evening not working, I have the uneasy feeling that I’m dropping the ball. Godfrey is working right now; I can be sure of that. So on some level, I have the attitude that I have to keep up.
What I like to do is just pick a place in the case documents at random and reread them. It removes any bias to look toward things I might consider more important, because often I’m wrong about that. Sometimes the answers come from the places I’d least expect.
So I start by reading the forensic reports on Bobby’s car and house. There are no surprises to be found there. It’s disappointing to me that they didn’t search for fingerprints on various points of entry into the house, like doors and windows, though these criminals were probably too smart to leave prints.
But the cops didn’t think there was any illegal entry into the house; they were set on Bobby as the killer. So no prints of those areas were searched for. Too late now.
Next I look through my notes on some of the interviews I conducted. I skip past the Alex Castro conversation; I am all too familiar with that.
Instead I go over my talk with Lieutenant Driscoll in Camden. What stands out for me are his statements of surprise that Donnie Briggs had been sent into that convenience store, and that Banks might have been sent to kill Bobby.
The common practice would have been to send lower-ranking members in to do that dirty work, but that did not happen in either case, as both Briggs and Banks were members of the gang’s leadership. And both of them wound up paying for it with their lives.
My best guess is that Mercado arranged both situations, so as to remove competition for the top spot under Giordano. He certainly is capable of violent, sometimes irrational acts. But I have good reason to believe he was responsible for the deaths of Banks and Castro, as well as the attempt on Russo. I’m sure the list is actually much longer.
Next I look at my notes of my conversation with Laura Dominguez at her home in East Brunswick. Her husband, Lester, was the convenience store owner murdered along with one of his customers. I regretted talking to her; it didn’t advance my case, and it opened old wounds for her.
She had talked about Lester poignantly as a man devoted to his community, who never took days off, even in severe weather, because his “people” might need to buy food. She also doubted strongly that he would have been paying protection money and was positive he wasn’t a gambler.
Something strikes me as I’m going through this. It could be nothing, but it feels like something. It’s a feeling I never ignore.
I pick up the phone and call Sam Willis. “Sam, I need you to check something out for me.…”



 
 
It’s the battle of the Verizon vice presidents.
Godfrey used Joyce Milstein, a current VP at Verizon, to testify in his case in chief. I am using Bruce Hitchens, a retired officer from the same company.
I’ve used Bruce as a witness once before, and I’ve gone against him once. He comes across as both knowledgeable and kindly, the type of person that is immediately likable, but whose expertise you have to respect.
As in the case of Joyce Milstein, expertise is not all that important here. All Bruce and Milstein had to do was read some log information, and it was not even information that they procured.
But that they are/were officers at a telecom seems to give them a credibility that is helpful, if not particularly necessary.
All criminal lawyers, be it on the prosecution or defense side, are basically storytellers. We lay out our version and the jury decides which one they like better. But the way the story is told can be crucial; it’s an art.
I’ve started my story with Corey Douglas, and I need to have Bruce Hitchens drive it home. Then the jury will either buy it or not, which is to say they will either prefer my story to Godfrey’s, or not.
“Mr. Hitchens, all the records, logs, and GPS locations that I am going to show you and the court have been subpoenaed from the appropriate telecoms. Have you had a chance to go over them before today?”
“I have.”
“And they all seem proper and in order?”
“Yes.”
I direct his attention to the night that Banks checked into the Pioneer Motor Inn, and I also introduce the registration records from the motel that night. I then point to three particular numbers and ask who is listed as the owners of those phones.
“One is in the name of Roland Banks, and the other two are burner phones.”
“What does that mean?”
“It’s a prepaid phone for which no contract is taken out, so there is rarely a name associated with it. It basically is used for phone calls and texts. It rarely has internet access, or apps, or even a camera.”
“And based on the GPS records, all three phones were at the Pioneer Inn at the same time?”
“Yes.”
“How long were they there?”
“Five days.”
“And how can you tell that the two people with burner phones were with Mr. Banks?”
“According to the hotel records, no other room was occupied for more than one day. So it seems reasonable to assume that the three people, or at least the three phones, were together. They arrived at the same time, which is when Mr. Banks checked in.”
“When did Mr. Banks’s phone separate from theirs?”
“On the fifth night. His phone went to Pennington Park, but the others did not.”
That the killers were smart enough not to bring their phones to the park is a problem for our case, but it is what it is. “Are you aware of previous testimony that Pennington Park is where Mr. Banks’s body was found?” I ask.
“Yes.”
“Was there at any point a fourth phone that appears during this time?”
“Yes. It was not a burner phone; it belonged to a Mr. Luther Mercado and was registered in Camden. It appeared four times at the motel, but did not stay there overnight.”
I could get him to say that Mercado’s phone went to Joseph Russo’s house, but I don’t see any positive result from my going there.
“When did those phones again appear in this area?”
“Almost two weeks later. They came up from South Jersey, in the Camden area.”
I refer him to a specific place on the logs. “Are those the same two burner phones?”
“Yes.”
“And where does the GPS show them to be?”
“The address is listed to Mr. Alex Castro.”
“Where did they go from there?”
“Totowa Oval.”
“There has been previous testimony by police officers that Totowa Oval is where Mr. Castro’s body was found. Are you aware of that?”
“Yes.”
“So to recap, the two men who were with Mr. Banks while he was in North Jersey later went to Alex Castro’s house, and from there went to Totowa Oval?”
“That’s correct. But understand, I am just talking about their phones.”
I nod. “I understand. No further questions.”
Godfrey gets up to cross-examine. “Mr. Hitchens, do you know anything about this case beyond the records that you’ve just read?”
“Very little. I’ve just seen some newspaper reports.”
“You testified that the men who visited Alex Castro went to Totowa Oval, where his body was found. Is that correct?”
“Yes.”
“So perhaps they killed him?”
“Perhaps. I wouldn’t know; that is not my area of expertise.”
“But sticking with your area of expertise, their phones did not go to Pennington Park, where Mr. Banks’s body was found?”
“That’s correct.”
“With the little you say you know about this case, are you aware that this trial relates to Roland Banks’s murder, and not Alex Castro’s?”
“Yes.”
“Thank you. Hopefully someone will eventually be on trial for Mr. Castro’s murder, and you can come back and read these reports again.”
I get up to do a quick redirect. “Mr. Hitchens, you said that the burner phones did not go to Pennington Park, where Mr. Banks’s body was found? Is that right?”
“Yes.”
“Did you review Mr. Klaster’s phone records?”
“Yes.”
“Did his phone go to Pennington Park?”
“No, it did not.”
I thank Hitchens and let him off the stand, after which Judge Gettner sends us all home for the weekend. He asks me if I’ll have any more witnesses, and I tell him that I don’t know, mainly because I don’t know.
Monday is Presidents’ Day, so we have three days off from court.
But that’s not why it’s going to be a long weekend. I don’t think I made enough of an impression on the jury, and I have just seventy-two hours to figure out a way to change that.



 
 
If I could press a knowledge button that would enlighten me in just one area of the case, I would press it to learn what Banks was doing in Paterson, and how they found out that Bobby was here.
Giordano and Mercado didn’t just send Banks here, they sent a whole damn delegation, which included Mercado himself. The goal could not have been just to kill Bobby; that could have been accomplished with relative ease, much the same as the way they killed Alex Castro.
But that’s not how they did it, and I wish I knew why. There’s never a damn knowledge button around when you need it.
Sam calls to give me some information that I had asked for. It seems less important now since it has no bearing on our case.
“I checked out Steven Anthony,” he says. Anthony was the customer who was killed in the convenience store along with Lester Dominguez, the owner.
“What did you find out?”
“He was the chief operating officer of the Port of Camden. He was in that job for three years before he died.”
It’s an interesting piece of news, but far from conclusive, and nothing I can do anything with. I asked Sam to check it out because of something that I realized Laura Dominguez said about her husband, Lester.
She said that he always went to work, no matter the conditions, because he wanted to be there for his community and customers. I believe she said that she could count the number of days he missed work in ten years on one hand.
But Bobby had said that as they waited for the go-ahead to enter the convenience store, Briggs received a phone call telling him it was time. Bobby assumed that meant the owner was there, and he was relieved because they had been trying to execute the operation for three days, but the owner had not come in to work.
Those might be the missed days that Laura Dominguez was referring to, but that seems like too big a coincidence. Of course, she might have been exaggerating her late husband’s dedication and work ethic.
This leaves me thinking that Giordano might have business at the port, either some kind of union stuff or maybe he smuggles things into the country. I’ll tell Lieutenant Driscoll about my suspicions, and maybe he’ll do something with it, or maybe he won’t.
It’s not going to help Bobby with our jury, that’s for sure.
Laurie and Ricky have gone out shopping for his spring and summer clothing. It’s still freezing out, and I’ve never understood why clothing comes out so early. By the time it would be warm enough for him to wear the clothes, they’ll be on a closeout sale.
Why people pay full price to buy stuff before they need it, when they could pay much less later, is something I have never figured out. But shopping is not my thing, and not Ricky’s either. He was complaining about having to go; maybe he’s missing a soccer game on TV.
After I take the morning walk, I go over to Bobby’s house to fulfill the promise I made to him that we could revisit the decision as to whether he should testify.
He’s still going to want to, and even though I think we are in trouble, I will strongly advise him against it. There is nothing to be gained by it, and plenty to lose.
He’ll go along with my point of view, and if the jury rules against us, he’ll spend the rest of his life in a cell wondering if he could have made the difference.



 
 
At 8:35 A.M., an explosive device went off in the trunk of a car near the front entrance of the Port of Philadelphia.
In addition to destroying the car, it took out portions of the reception and customs buildings. It was considered a small miracle that no one was killed, though four people were injured, two of them seriously but not in danger of death.
Moments before the detonation, a phone call to the port office warned that four explosive devices had been placed, one outside in the parking lot and three inside at various locations. Further demands would follow.
Any doubt that the threat was legitimate was removed with the car bomb explosion. Security measures in place to deal with this kind of situation were immediately enacted.
The port was evacuated of all personnel and the place was locked down until the bomb squads could conduct a thorough search.
Four ships approaching the busy port were ordered to dock instead at the Port of Camden and await further instructions.
One of those ships was the Castillo Feliz.



 
 
“You know more than I do about these things, Andy. If you don’t think it will help for me to testify, I’ll go with you.”
“I understand you want to, Bobby. Everyone who is wrongly accused wants to tell their story and set the world straight. But all you can do is say that you didn’t do it, and I can say that for you. And Godfrey can’t cross-examine me.
“If you had evidence that you, and only you, could present, then I would feel differently. But I can’t emphasize strongly enough that the decision is yours.”
“I hear you. My decision is to not testify.”
“Okay, then closing arguments are Tuesday.”
“We’re finished with our case?”
“We are.”
“Do we have a chance to win?”
“Yes.” I’m giving him a technically honest answer, since there is always a chance. What I haven’t said is that I think there is more chance we will lose. At this point I would happily take a hung jury.
I continue, “The closing arguments will mean a lot. I need to make the jury understand the significance of the Alex Castro situation. Alex clearly believed and implied to us that the guys who were with Banks must have killed him, and I think we successfully demonstrated that those same guys likely killed Castro himself.
“It should be enough to get us to reasonable doubt, if the jurors have any brains.”
Before I leave, I take Jake and Sasha for a walk. They’ve only been going out in the backyard because Bobby’s ankle bracelet is a reminder that he cannot leave his property. This way I get them some exercise; I just hope that I won’t be giving them their exercise for the rest of their lives.
I stop off at Patsy’s on the way home to take out one of the best pizzas in this or any other hemisphere. Pizza is my sustenance of choice while I’m agonizing over a case, though french fries and burgers are a close second.
I get home around noon and settle into the den to read through the documents for about the ten thousandth time. As I always do, I turn on the television for background news. I tune it to CNN, because the first NBA game doesn’t start until one o’clock.
The chyron on the bottom of the screen says BREAKING NEWS: EXPLOSION AT THE PORT OF PHILADELPHIA.
Holy shit.
I listen to the coverage for a few minutes, just so I can understand what happened and what seems to be coming next. Then I call Lieutenant Driscoll of the Camden police and leave a message for him to call me back.
“It’s a matter of life and death,” I say, which might be exaggerating. “And it relates to the bombing in Philadelphia.”
Driscoll calls me back twenty minutes later and his opening line is “This better be good.”
“It is. I had been told that Giordano was planning something big, and that it involved explosives, but I had nothing specific to go on, so nothing to report. But now I think the bombing in Philly was just a diversion, and that the real operation is taking place at the port in Camden.”
“Why do you say that?” He makes no effort to conceal his skepticism.
“Are there any ships that were supposed to go to Philly that were diverted to Camden?”
“I have no idea. I’m a homicide cop.”
“I bet there are. And at least one of them will be carrying something for Giordano, something that will make this whole thing worthwhile for him. Something that a bunch of people have already died for.”
“But you don’t know which ship?”
“No, but I’ll bet it came from Cozumel.” Sam had said that Mercado’s phone records showed a trip to Cozumel.
“So what do you want me to do?”
The question annoys the hell out of me. “Act like a cop and investigate this. I’m giving you Giordano on a silver platter, and I’m trying to prevent something else bad from happening. It’s either drugs or arms or counterfeit money or whatever that’s coming in, and you can stop it.”
“I’ll get back to you.”
“Yeah, you do that.”
As soon as we hang up, I call Sam and ask him if he can access employment records.
“Of course. Where?”
“It’s a government agency.”
“Even easier.”
“I want to know how many people have been hired at the Port of Camden in the last two years.”
“When do you need it?”
“Think in terms of minutes.”



 
 
Under the direction of Jimmy Lantz, Giordano’s right-hand man, the Castillo Feliz immediately followed established protocol and diverted to the Port of Camden.
Once there, certain containers were unloaded, put on three tractor trailers, and then driven away. Everything was done by employees who came to the port within the last two years and who were all financially supported by Tony Giordano.
It was all more easily accomplished because of the chaos caused by the situation at the nearby Port of Philadelphia, and the four ships that were unexpectedly diverted to Camden.
The rest of the cargo that the Castillo Feliz was carrying remained on board, as the captain notified the port that he was ready for further instructions.
He was told that it would be at least twenty-four hours before they would decide if he should unload his cargo in Camden or wait for the okay to head back to Philadelphia.
It didn’t matter much to the captain either way; his mission was already accomplished.



 
 
I’ve spent the entire day waiting for Driscoll to call me back and tell me what he’s learned about the situation at the port.
In the meantime I’ve been obsessing over the trial and trying to come up with something I think might turn the tide. I tend to be pessimistic about these things, but I would definitely rather be in Godfrey’s position than mine.
I’ve also had the news on, and it seems as if calm is being restored at the Port of Philadelphia. No further explosions have happened, and the bomb squad has not detected any of the explosives that were supposedly planted there. They are saying that the port could reopen in the morning.
We’ve just finished dinner and I’m about to go back into the den for more self-inflicted torture when the phone rings. Laurie usually answers the phone in our house because she knows how much I hate possibly having to make small talk with whoever is calling.
In this case I go to answer it, hoping it’s Driscoll, but the caller ID says PRIVATE CALLER. I answer it anyway, with an opening greeting that I have perfected over time, but still always sounds fresh: “Hello?”
“Hold on for Joseph Russo.”
Even though my stomach drops to the floor, I have to admit I am interested in why Junior is calling me. Maybe to thank me for sending Marcus to save his life?
“Carpenter?” The voice is unmistakably Junior’s.
“That’s me. How are you, Joseph?”
“Did your boy tell you that I owe you both?”
“I don’t have a ‘boy,’ but Marcus did tell me that. No need to repay the favor.”
“I always repay.”
“Okay, then make a donation to an animal-rescue charity in the name of Marcus Clark.”
“I’ll do better than that. There’s a Lincoln Continental parked in the rear of the lot at School Number Twenty in Paterson. You know where that is?”
“It’s a ten-minute walk from my house.”
“Good. Get the cops there and make sure your friend Stanton is with them. Then open the trunk.”
“Uh-oh,” I say, because I can’t help myself.
“And make sure the forensics people take the trunk apart. You hear me?”
“I hear you, Joseph.”
“And do not mention my name to anyone. You hear me?”
“Yes, I still hear you. But I hope you didn’t do anything on my behalf that I’m not going to like.”
Click.
Russo’s hanging up probably means he doesn’t care whether I’m going to like it or not. And here I thought we had gotten so close.
I tell Laurie what Russo said. “I’ll call Marcus; he can meet us there.”
“Why do we need Marcus?”
“When Joseph Russo tells you to go to a deserted place at night, Marcus is going to be there. And so am I.”
I’m not going to argue the point; I wouldn’t get anywhere anyway. But I’m actually not worried; for the moment Russo and I are buddies. And I’m going to make sure a whole bunch of cops are there as well.
I call Pete Stanton on his cell. I know he’s not at home because he is always at Charlie’s and he can’t be in two places at once. “Yeah?” he says when he answers.
“Pete, I need you to get some cops and meet me in the parking lot of School Number Twenty in forty-five minutes. And have forensics there as well.”
“Are you nuts? They just brought my burger.”
“I’m serious.”
“It can’t wait?”
“It can wait. Stay there as long as you want; just keep eating and drinking. But when you’re ready to leave, make sure you pay the check. Pay for Vince also.”
“Now you’re talking crazy talk. What’s going on?”
“I don’t know; we’ll find out when we get there. But I have reason to believe there’s going to be a murder involved.”
By now he knows I’m serious. “Forty-five minutes,” he says.



 
 
Marcus, Laurie, and I are only at the parking lot for three or four minutes before Pete shows up.
Thirty seconds later three squad cars pull up, lights flashing. Pete can make things happen when he wants to, like when he’s afraid he’s going to have to pick up a check.
We’re at the front of the lot, and I can see the car that Russo was talking about at the rear, about two hundred feet from where we are standing. “Back there,” I say, and we all head for it.
“This why we’re here?” Pete asks, when we reach the car.
I nod. “Pop the trunk.”
“You have a key?”
I shake my head. “No, it’s not my car. But I’ll bet it’s open.”
Pete walks over to the trunk. Two officers take out their revolvers; I guess they think I’ve led them into an ambush and the cavalry is going to come flying out of the trunk.
Pete opens the trunk, which is accommodating enough to have a light in it that goes on when opened. I’m not surprised to see a large male body in there, facedown, but it’s still shocking in the moment. The head is twisted at a strange angle; I suspect he was strangled or had his neck broken. I don’t see any blood, though it’s dark and there could be blood under him. But I doubt he was shot.
Being in the presence of death, and murder in particular, takes some getting used to. Pete says something that I can’t hear to one of the plainclothes people that arrived with the other officers. The person in turn hands him something that looks like a handkerchief, or at least a piece of cloth.
He uses it to take the wallet from the back pocket of the body in the trunk. He opens it and reads from a flashlight on his phone. I know what he is going to say before he says it.
“Luther Mercado.” Then, he turns to me. “You know who this is?”
I nod. “I do. He’s one of Tony Giordano’s top people, out of Camden.”
“We need to talk about this. Okay if we go to your house?”
“Fine,” I say, as Laurie nods her agreement. “But please make sure your forensics people analyze everything in the trunk.” Russo would not have told me that unless he had a reason, and I think I know what that reason is. I already know I’m troubled by it.
So we head back to our house. Marcus doesn’t join us because he was only there for security just in case there was a problem. He had nothing to do with this, although his saving Russo likely set the whole thing in motion. I don’t think Marcus killed Mercado; that’s the kind of detail he would have mentioned.
On the way, Sam calls and says he has the information I asked for about hiring at the Port of Camden. “There’s been huge turnover in the last two years.”
“Thanks, Sam. I’m in the middle of something. Can you email the information to me?”
“Sure.”
When we get back to the house, Pete questions me about the events of the evening, especially how I knew the car was going to be there with a body in it.
“I got an anonymous tip,” I say.
He frowns. “You get a lot of those.”
“Yeah, and you don’t trust them, except when they are calling to say that Bobby killed Roland Banks.”
“He did.”
“No, the guy who killed Roland Banks is in the trunk of that car.”
“And the request for forensics? Was that part of the anonymous tip also?”
“Yes, those tips can be very specific. We’re dealing with a new generation of tipsters.”
“I’ll be asking you more questions,” Pete says.
“I look forward to it. In the meantime, please let me know what the forensics come up with.”
“What are you expecting?”
“I don’t know … the tipster didn’t say.”
Pete leaves and Laurie and I go to bed; it’s been a long day. It shows signs of getting even longer when the phone rings at 2:00 A.M., waking us.
“Hold on for Joseph Russo.”
So I do what I’m told; I hold on for Joseph Russo. But I am not looking forward to this conversation.
It turns out not to be a conversation at all. Russo gets on the phone and says two words: “We’re even.”
Click.



 
 
We’re about to go to sleep when the phone rings. This time the caller ID says CAMDEN POLICE DEPARTMENT.
“Well, thanks to you, me and a bunch of other cops wasted most of a day,” he says.
“What does that mean?”
“It means we went down to the port to check out what you had to say. There was nothing to it.”
“Were there any ships there from Cozumel that were supposed to go to Philadelphia?”
“One. A cruise ship that came up without any passengers, just to reposition.”
“Was it carrying any cargo?” I ask.
“Yes. Everything was checked and in order.”
“You missed it. Maybe it was off-loaded before you got there.”
“Or maybe your tip was bullshit.”
“It wasn’t; you got there too late. But I won’t make the day a total waste for you. I’ll give you some information.”
“Here we go again.” I’m sensing he’s not pleased with me.
“Luther Mercado is dead.”
There’s quiet for a few seconds; I definitely surprised him with that one. “Are you sure?”
“I just saw his body in the trunk of a Lincoln Continental here in good old Paterson.”
“Who killed him?”
“That I can’t say, but I’m guessing it was an internal dispute with Mr. Giordano.”
“Could be. Giordano doesn’t lose too many disputes.”
“Now that the ship came in, Mercado might have reached the end of his usefulness.”
“The ship was a waste of time. You have anything that can help me make Giordano for Mercado’s death?”
“No. But if I do, you’ll be the first to know.”
I get off the phone, annoyed at what Driscoll had to say. Somehow Giordano got away with getting something off that ship; there can’t be any other explanation.
I simply don’t believe that there was a ship from Cozumel, where Mercado had recently been, that happened to be diverted to Camden and yet is not involved in this. Not when the former head of the Port of Camden was murdered in that convenience store. And not when the new head, who would be in charge of hiring, executed huge turnover since he took charge.
I think I know what I’m going to hear in the forensics report on the trunk of the car, but there is no sense in my strategizing based on it until I know for sure. Once I do, I may have a decision to make.
I go back to sleep but wake up early to go back to my notes and documents; it’s almost a safe place from the chaos going on in this case. But I’m having trouble concentrating, which for me is unusual.
I can’t stop thinking about Joseph Russo and what his role is in all this; his fingerprints are everywhere. I know he met with Mercado, even though he claimed that he refused to provide any money, which was what Giordano wanted. Russo even babbled something about a curse that Mercado or Giordano put on him. Whatever it was, Russo said he was old-school, which I guess is why it didn’t scare him.
Then they tried to kill Russo, maybe because he refused them, or maybe because he knew what their plan was, or maybe just because Mercado felt slighted and was crazy enough to act on it.
And now Russo pulls off this bizarre episode with the car in the school parking lot, the trunk filled with Mercado’s body. If I had to guess, I would say that Giordano served up Mercado’s body on a silver Lincoln Continental platter to stave off a war with Russo.
I won’t be able to get anything more out of Russo by talking to him, and I have no desire to speak to him again. His gesture to me, such as it was, was Mercado’s body in that car, and whatever the forensics turns up.
It’s frustrating because I would bet that Russo knows damn well what was on that ship, if there was anything on it. But he won’t tell me; even though Giordano’s people tried to kill him, there’s still a code that Russo won’t break.
Maybe I can get him to talk by putting a curse on him.
Or maybe it wasn’t a curse at all, and maybe Russo really is too old-school to know about it.
I pick up the phone and call Corey Douglas. “Corey, I need you to take a ride for me.”



 
 
I mentioned that I hate talking on the phone, but one thing I hate even more than that is waiting for calls.
When I don’t want one, the damn thing never stops ringing. When I do, it never happens.
What could be worse than a winter Sunday, with the NFL season over, waiting in vain for something that could turn out good or bad? I’ve taken the dogs on three walks, but every time I get back, Laurie shakes her head, meaning the calls haven’t come.
Finally, at four o’clock, Corey calls. His words are simple, but pleasing: “I think you were right.”
“You think so?”
“Yeah, I couldn’t get close enough to be sure; it’s guarded. I’m on the way to you now.”
I’m not surprised at Corey’s message, and I’m pleased by it, but it’s not relieving my stress at all. In a perfect world I can use it to nail Tony Giordano to the wall. But it simply does not help me with Bobby’s defense, and that has to be my sole focus.
I go out to get pizzas for Laurie, Ricky, and me. In different places I’ve given up trying to get different toppings on the same pie. Laurie likes mushrooms and artichokes on hers, and if an artichoke ever edged onto one of my slices, I would be nauseous for a month.
So I get Laurie her own, even though she won’t eat more than a quarter of it. Ricky and I get a large pie, plain cheese and well-done. Fortunately his weird soccer and vegetable preferences haven’t spilled over into his pizza choices. I don’t think I could stand it if my son ate an artichoke pizza.
I get Corey his own, heavy on the pepperoni. He’ll be hungry; he’s had a long day.
When Corey finally gets here, it’s almost eight o’clock. He dives into the pizza immediately, not even waiting for Laurie to warm it up. He talks while he chews.
“Okay, so I did what you said. I went and checked out the empty warehouse near Vineland, the one that I had followed Mercado to. But it’s not empty anymore, like you predicted. And there was a guy standing outside, clearly guarding it. He was armed.”
“What else can you tell me?”
“There were three tractor trailers there; one in the loading dock and two waiting outside. I don’t know if they were bringing stuff in or taking it out.”
“They were bringing it in,” I say.
“Were there any video cameras outside?” Laurie asks.
“I didn’t see any; I was at a considerable distance, using powerful binoculars.”
“So we need to come up with a plan,” I say.
“Plan for what?” Corey asks. “You still haven’t told me what you think is in there.”
“Remember I told you that Russo mumbled something about Giordano putting a curse on him, or a cursor … he said he was too old-school to be interested in it.”
“Yes.”
“That’s not what he heard from Giordano; I’d bet on it. I think the word he was looking for was precursor.”
“Damn,” Corey says, realizing that I am probably right. “If that idiot knew the word, we could have stopped this long ago.”
“Maybe,” I say. “We need to figure out a way to stop it now.”
Precursor chemicals are used to make fentanyl, a synthetic drug that is the current scourge affecting many, many people. They are illegal by themselves, and bringing them into the country is prohibited.
“Do you realize how much of that garbage they could make with three tractor trailers full of precursor chemicals?” Laurie asks.
I nod. “And they don’t have to rely on a supply chain or some other manufacturers. They can make it all themselves … I bet in that warehouse. They become the manufacturers and the distributors.”
“Giordano must have spent a fortune on this,” Corey says. “Not only in getting the chemicals, but in all the people he would have had to pay off on both ends.”
“Which is why he wanted Russo to invest,” I say. “But Russo turned him down. And now we need to figure out how to take Giordano down.”
We kick it around for a while and decide we will meet again tomorrow, this time with Marcus. Corey has taken photos of the warehouse from a distance, which should help us.
So Corey leaves, and I’m back to waiting for the phone to ring. It’s getting late, and anyway, it’s Sunday; it won’t be ringing tonight.



 
 
I was wrong again. The phone wakes me from a not very sound sleep at twelve fifteen.
Something about a call after I’ve gone to bed causes my heart to race. I don’t even look at the caller ID. I just answer and hope that it’s who I think it is.
It is.
The caller is Sergeant Lorie Converse of Paterson PD forensics, who testified for Godfrey and the prosecution. I was fairly rough on her in my cross; hopefully there are no hard feelings.
After she identifies herself I say, “You’re working late.”
“Captain Stanton said to rush this through as quickly as possible, and to call you when I have something.”
“Thank you.”
“There was blood in the trunk of that car, and it wasn’t Luther Mercado’s. He died of a broken neck during strangulation.”
I know what she is going to say, but I wait for her to say it.
“The blood is a match for Roland Banks. There was also some hair, also matched to Banks, and yes, fibers from his flannel shirt.”
“So at one point Banks was in that trunk?”
“Banks was in that trunk.”
“You’ll testify to this if I call you?” I ask.
“I’ll tell the truth no matter who calls me.”
Laurie is awake next to me. “That was the forensics report?” she asks, as soon as I hang up.
“It was. They found Banks’s blood in the trunk, along with hair and fiber samples from his shirt. That was the car they kept his body in after they killed him and before they dumped the body in Pennington.”
“So you bring this into the trial on Tuesday,” Laurie says.
“I guess so.”
“What’s wrong?”
“It makes me uncomfortable. I’m not sure why.”
“Let’s talk about it in the morning,” she says.
“It is morning.”
“Not for me.”
It feels like it takes a week for Laurie’s morning to arrive, but it’s only seven hours. Of those seven, I would estimate that I slept three, and it wasn’t a comfortable sleep at all.
By the time I get back from the morning dog walk, Laurie is ready with coffee in the kitchen. I’ve discussed the issue with Tara during the walk, but doing so didn’t clear things up.
Tara’s a good listener, but doesn’t talk much. She should be more than a therapy dog; she should be an actual therapist.
“I’m uncomfortable with this situation; a murder was committed and two mob bosses conspired to help me win my case.”
“The murder wasn’t committed on your behalf, Andy,” Laurie says. “Russo wanted Mercado dead, and Giordano obliged because he had no choice. At least that’s the way I see it.”
“I agree with that. But the two mob bosses conspiring to help me still holds.”
“Yes, it does.”
“I feel like I’ve violated some ethical rule by using it. Although I can’t say this situation ever came up in law school, or on the law boards.”
“Do you think the evidence is faked?”
“No, it would be too late to do that; Banks is long gone. There’s no doubt he was in the trunk of that car.”
“So you’d be presenting the truth. Isn’t that what trials are supposed to be about? A search for the truth?”
“It is.”
“If you don’t use this evidence, are you going to win?”
“I’d give us a twenty-five percent chance to win, and another twenty-five to hang the jury.”
“What about if you use it?”
“I’d say there’s a seventy percent chance we win.”
“So you go from underdog to favorite?” she asks.
“Yes.”
“So let’s play it out. You use it, and you win. You’re happy for Bobby, and you think the truth was reached, but you’re vaguely uncomfortable by how you got there.”
“A little stronger than ‘vaguely,’ but basically that sums it up.”
“So let’s say you don’t use it, and you lose. Now you’re going to live the rest of your life knowing Bobby is spending the rest of his life in prison for a crime he did not commit.”
I smile; she’s got me. “That would feel a little more than ‘vaguely’ bad.”
“I rest my case,” she says.
“Any chance you’ll give my closing argument?”



 
 
“The defense recalls Sergeant Lorie Converse,” I say.
I can see Godfrey react with surprise, which means that neither Converse nor Pete gave him a heads-up yesterday about what had happened. He is going to be extremely pissed about that, and I can’t say I blame him.
I reintroduce her and then ask if she worked on Saturday night.
“I wasn’t supposed to, but I was called to a crime scene by Captain Stanton of Homicide.”
“Where was the scene?”
“School Number Twenty. It’s a grammar school on Twentieth Avenue. Specifically it was in the rear of the parking lot.”
“Was I there when you arrived?”
“Yes, with two of your colleagues. Captain Stanton was also there, with seven officers.”
“And what was at the scene?”
“A Lincoln Continental. There was no driver, and no owner present, at least not when I arrived.”
“What happened next?”
“Captain Stanton opened the trunk, which was unlocked. Inside we found a body, identified by a driver’s license, and subsequently by fingerprints, as Luther Mercado.”
I can see Godfrey out of the corner of my eye. His expression leads me to believe that he feels blindsided by this and will not want to cross-examine the witness; he will want to shoot her. And then he’ll go gunning for Pete.
“If you know, is that the same Luther Mercado who was a leader of the Cobras, a gang in Camden?”
“Yes.”
“And identified in this trial as potentially the killer of Alex Castro and Roland Banks.”
Godfrey objects that the evidence does not support what I just said, and Judge Gettner sustains.
I move on. “Did you examine the trunk for forensic evidence?”
“I did.”
“And tested what you found?”
“Yes.”
“Please describe what you found.”
“We found blood that was a match for Roland Banks.”
I feign surprise and give it a moment to sink in for the jury. “The same Roland Banks who Mr. Klaster is on trial for killing?”
“Yes, the same one.”
“Did you find more of Mr. Banks’s blood in the Lincoln Continental than you had found in Mr. Klaster’s car?”
“Substantially more.”
“Did you find anything else?”
“We found strands of hair that also matched Mr. Banks, and flannel fibers from a shirt identical to the one he was wearing when his body was found.”
“Sergeant Converse, is it your assessment that Mr. Banks was in that car, more likely than not already dead?”
She shakes her head slightly. “I can’t say that. But I can say his blood, hair, and shirt were in there.”
I smile my most triumphant smile. “That’ll have to do.”
I get back to the defense table, and Bobby, who had been brought into the courtroom too late for me to update him, whispers, “How the hell did that happen?”
“It’s quite a story. Quite a story.”
Godfrey has to be stunned as he begins his cross. “Sergeant Converse, did you learn how this new evidence conveniently presented itself shortly before the jury was going to deliberate?”
“I heard Mr. Carpenter say he got an anonymous tip that the car would be behind the school and worth checking out. I believe he called Captain Stanton.”
“Did they share who left the car there?”
“Not with me.”
“Did they say who killed Luther Mercado?”
“I didn’t hear anything about that.”
“But they decided, even before they had any idea what was in the car, that they needed your forensic expertise?”
“Apparently.”
“Quite a lucky turn of events for Mr. Carpenter,” Godfrey says. “No further questions.”
It’s all I can do not to smile as I stand and say, “Your Honor, the defense rests.”



 
 
“This has been quite a ride for you, ladies and gentlemen” is how Godfrey begins his closing argument.
“You’ve heard a lot of back-and-forth between Mr. Carpenter and me, and you’ve seen a lot of convincing evidence that Mr. Klaster did, in fact, kill Roland Banks.
“You’ve heard of the connection between the two, even the phone calls back and forth just before Mr. Banks’s death. You’ve heard motive, and you’ve seen the forensics. You know that Mr. Banks was in the back of Mr. Klaster’s car. He left his blood there.
“And one other thing you heard, a fact that has not been refuted. The murder weapon was in Mr. Klaster’s house. Did you hear any evidence of a break-in by someone who planted that gun? I didn’t. I checked my notes twice, but there was no mention of it.
“And then, at the very end, there came the Hail Mary, a pass that is thrown when a team is desperate and out of other options. And this one was a beauty; Tom Brady would have been proud of it. And it was all courtesy of an anonymous tip.
“I don’t know how that car and that evidence showed up so conveniently. Did Mr. Klaster have an accomplice and a plan that we did not know about? Further investigation can attempt to uncover it.
“Mr. Carpenter spun quite a story about Alex Castro, a murder victim himself. It’s interesting, and if you are ever on a jury to judge someone charged with his murder, you should consider it. But it has nothing whatsoever to do with the murder of Roland Banks.
“Everything else you heard, every last fact and piece of evidence, would lead you to the inescapable conclusion that Robert Klaster murdered Roland Banks. He had the motive, and the opportunity, and, yes, the gun.
“There is a principle called Occam’s razor, which was first come up with in the fourteenth century, by a gentleman called William of Occam, if you can believe it. But it amazingly still holds true today. Many of you may be familiar with it; for those who are not, I’ll briefly explain.
“Occam’s razor says that the simplest solution is almost always the correct one. By that he means that when the answer is right in front of you and obvious, take it for what it is. Don’t go looking for hidden complexities that aren’t there and aren’t to be trusted.
“Good old William of Occam knew what he was talking about. Thank you for listening, and thank you for your service.”
I’m out of my chair at the exact moment that Godfrey sits down. I don’t think there is a split second when both of our asses are in our chairs. That’s how anxious I am to get going.
“Ladies and gentlemen, here is what you have to believe to vote to convict Robert Klaster.
“You have to believe that Mr. Banks’s body was in two different cars, that for some bizarre reason Mr. Klaster moved the body from his car to another, one he didn’t even own.
“You have to believe that Mr. Klaster wiped the gun and cabinet of fingerprints and then left the weapon in that same cabinet, in his own house. Why would he do that?
“You have to believe that Mr. Castro was lying when he said that three other men were in control of Mr. Banks. Or you have to believe that Mr. Klaster somehow was able to kill Mr. Banks without having to deal with the other three men.
“You have to believe that the murder of Alex Castro was completely unrelated to that of Mr. Banks, despite Mr. Castro being threatened by Mr. Banks’s associates.
“You have to believe that Mr. Klaster, after not getting so much as a parking ticket since being put in the witness protection program, suddenly threw everything away by committing a murder.
“I don’t know how that car with Luther Mercado’s body and Mr. Banks’s blood, hair, and fiber happened to show up this weekend. Mr. Godfrey scorns the fact that I received an anonymous tip, as if that somehow makes it unreliable.
“But he was more trusting of such tips when one of them was how the police came to suspect Mr. Klaster in the first place. Then it was legitimate and made perfect sense to him; now it’s a method not to be trusted. So you have to believe that tip number one was real and number two was fake.
“If you believe all of these things, then you should vote guilty. But if you don’t, or if you even have serious questions about it, then you must acquit. Because that would mean you have reasonable doubt, and Judge Gettner will tell you that Mr. Godfrey must prove his case beyond that reasonable doubt.
“The truth is that I don’t think reasonable doubt should come into play here. I think that Mr. Klaster is innocent beyond any doubt. But you will make your decision, and it will be final.
“Thank you for being here and doing this.”
All that is left is for Judge Gettner to give the jury their instructions and to send them off to deliberate. And then it will be entirely in their hands.
That means it will be entirely out of my hands, and that’s the part I hate.



 
 
Usually I spend the time waiting for a verdict in anxiety hell, giving in to ridiculous superstitions and trying to read tea leaves that don’t exist.
This time is slightly different; this morning I have to chair what amounts to a war council. Corey and Marcus have come over to join me and Laurie in discussing how we are going to deal with the warehouse that we think contains the precursor chemicals.
We also assume that is where Giordano’s people are going to create the synthetic fentanyl that is going to destroy and likely end the lives of many people.
So we can’t screw this up.
When I say that I’m chairing the meeting, I should add that I am basically a nonvoting member. We are going to be entering a building that will likely be guarded by people with guns. I am the only person in this room with no expertise on how to do that, so I will ultimately defer to whatever my teammates decide.
But first I mention a legal issue, though they are certainly aware of it. “We can’t bring in the police yet. We don’t have probable cause to think a crime is taking place inside that building. We have our suspicions, and our certainty, but they wouldn’t accept that. So they can’t go in.”
“Agreed,” Laurie says. “So we need to get a look inside. Once we report what we see, then the police have their probable cause to move in.”
“Right,” I say.
“I’m sure everyone realizes that we are committing a crime by forcing our way into that building,” Corey says. He’s not a big fan of committing crimes.
I nod. “Yes, we are. But I’ll take the heat on that, although there won’t be much of it. No one is going to prosecute people who have just facilitated the biggest drug bust in years, maybe ever. And hopefully put a crime boss away in the process. They’ll throw us a parade.”
“Breaking into the place is one thing; but we can’t shoot anyone unless our lives are threatened,” Laurie says. “Killing someone in the process of committing another crime would be impossible for the cops to overlook.”
Corey nods. “Exactly. No shooting unless absolutely necessary.”
“You good with this, Marcus?” I ask, and I get a nod in return.
“Let’s hope they’re not making Girl Scout cookies in there,” Laurie says.
“Yes, that would be a problem,” I say. “If it happens, I’ll just claim that you three put me up to it.”
Corey takes out the photographs he took of the place. It’s less secluded than I imagined; other buildings are nearby and even some retail stores, including a strip mall that contains a Subway restaurant, a dollar store, and what Corey says is a consignment store.
A few people are walking on the street in these photographs, including some near the warehouse. Obviously this place was chosen to blend into the background and not to stand out as much as it would if it were somewhere more isolated. Activity here, like lots of coming and going, is less likely to be noticed and raise suspicion.
The man in front, likely guarding the place, is armed, but the gun is concealed. Corey and Laurie assure me that’s what the bulge in his light jacket is, though I can’t be as sure as they are. “What if it’s a large tumor?” I ask, but everybody ignores me.
The location is a help to us, in that someone approaching cannot be assumed by the guard to have evil intentions. But the guard will be alert and probably competent; he is guarding what must be the most important possession in Giordano’s life.
“What time of day do you recommend?” Laurie asks, looking at and speaking to Corey.
“I would say early evening. It will be dark, and hopefully drug criminals like to work nine to five. Also, if you’re going to try to arrange and motivate a police action once we’re inside, we have more chance of getting a good response if it’s not two o’clock in the morning.”
“So when do we do this?” I ask.
Corey answers, “I suggest I go down there today and do some more reconnaissance. If I get any new information, it can help us adjust our plan.”
“Good idea, but we don’t have a plan.”
So we come up with one.



 
 
The jury is well into their second day of deliberating, and I am going a bit nuts.
One of my biggest problems is that I am more confident this time than I usually am. This time I logically think that Bobby will not be convicted; I think we have more than met our reasonable doubt burden.
That brings the jinx factor into the equation. Sports fans are very familiar with the concept. For instance, every time an announcer says that a free throw shooter never misses, he proceeds to miss. Every. Single. Time.
The longer it goes, the more I think a hung jury is likely. I can certainly see some jurors buying Godfrey’s argument, but not all twelve. That can’t happen … and Steph Curry can’t miss a free throw.
After I walk the dogs, I place a call to Lieutenant Driscoll and I leave another life-and-death message. He calls me back ten minutes later.
“Even for a defense attorney, you can be very annoying,” he says. “What the hell do you want now?”
“I want you to be ready to do your job at about seven o’clock tonight. I am going to call you and you will want to descend on an address I give you with a bunch of cops. You should also bring a Vineland cop to give you jurisdiction.”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
“I’m going to give you the biggest drug bust in recent memory, maybe ever. And I’m going to prove that you were full of shit when you said that cruise ship was just a cruise ship.”
“Why can’t you give me the address now?”
“Because you don’t have probable cause to enter; I’m going to provide that tonight.”
“Why should I believe you this time?”
“Because you want to go on CNN tomorrow and take credit that you don’t deserve. Now are you going to do this or not? Because the Feds would love a piece of it.”
He thinks for a moment. “I’ll give you my cell number so you can get me directly. Actually, you have it … it’s the number I’m calling from.”
“Don’t screw this up,” he says.
Ah … mutual trust is wonderful.
I go to Bobby’s to bring him up-to-date, although he pretty much knows what I know about the deliberations, which is nothing. I’ve already told him the circumstances behind the Lincoln Continental with Mercado’s body in it.
“Paterson is a dangerous place to be if you’re in the leadership of the Cobras,” he says. “First Banks and now Mercado.”
I smile. “You do know how to attract a crowd.”
“You think all this happened because of me?”
“No, but I can’t be sure why it did happen. Maybe Mercado got rid of Briggs and Banks to keep his leadership unchallenged.”
“But why bring me in to it?”
“I’m only guessing, but I think they found out you were here, and you just became part of the puzzle. Maybe Giordano wasn’t on board with the Banks hit, and he actually thinks you did it. Mercado might not have wanted his fingerprints on it.”
“Hard to believe I was once a part of that.”
“More interesting to me is how they knew you were here in the first place.”
He shrugs. “Maybe they knew it all along and were just waiting for the chance to use it to their advantage.”
“I don’t think so. I think they found out recently, which happened to be at a time they could use it to their advantage. If they found out earlier, they would have gone after you head-on.”
We kick this around a little more, getting nowhere, and he finally says, “Andy, am I going to go back to prison?”
There is no way I am going to express confidence to Bobby; I have seen too many juries decide the opposite of what I thought. But I also don’t want to lie.
“Bobby, if I heard what the jury heard, I would vote to acquit. But there are so many factors that go into it that I just can’t say.”
He smiles. “I understand. I think we’re going to win, but I’m afraid I’m going to jinx myself.”
“I don’t believe in jinxes when juries are involved. Free throws? That’s a different matter entirely.”
I leave Bobby and head home for an afternoon of waiting for a verdict and dreading our invasion of the warehouse tonight. Chances are significant that at some point today my head will explode.



 
 
We’ve arrived at the warehouse armed with some new information.
Corey has been watching the place, and he was smart enough to bring along Simon Garfunkel, his German shepherd, who was also his partner as a K-9 cop.
Simon is a sweet dog, unless Corey tells him not to like you, and then he’s not so sweet. He’s an excellent partner to have if the going gets rough, but that’s not why Corey brought him.
He brought him because Corey was able to walk near the warehouse without attracting much attention or concern; he was just a guy walking his dog. Corey took a chance by walking around the back of the place and was then able to look through a window inside.
He said maybe eight or nine people were inside. There were also machines that he could not identify, numerous large barrels, and boxes that looked unpacked. He does not think production has begun, but they are definitely getting ready.
As far as people to worry about, he could not be definitive. “I can’t tell how many of the actual workers are armed; they may well not be, but we can’t operate under that assumption. There are two doors, but the back one is padlocked and appears unguarded, since no one could get in without making a racket.
“There are two men, I believe armed, standing on each side of the front door. They are facing in, which is a bit strange, since any danger would come from outside. My guess is they just don’t want to stand there looking at a wall from six inches away.
“This, of course, is in addition to the guard outside.”
I am in the typically humiliating position of not having any involvement in this operation, beyond watching from a distance as it takes place. They claim their keeping me out is to protect me, but there’s another reason that they don’t talk about. If they give me an important role, and I screw up, it could put them all in danger.
Watching from a distance is a job that is hard to screw up.
Sam Willis has set us up with microphones in our collars and earpieces, so we can all hear what one another are doing and saying. It’s great for me at this distance, especially since once they get inside, I won’t be able to see anything.
“Everybody ready?” Laurie asks.
“Ready,” both Corey and Marcus say, simultaneously.
“Good luck and be careful” is all I can manage.
Laurie walks down the street, casually, toward the warehouse. She carries a shopping bag to appear less threatening; this way she’s just a woman heading home after hitting the stores. Not that there are a lot of stores around here to hit, but I doubt the guard will make that connection.
Laurie is in this role because the guard might be less wary of a woman. If he only knew …
Having to watch and not participate in something like this is particularly humiliating when the person with the key job, and a dangerous one, is your wife. But I’m used to it … or getting there.
“Almost there,” Laurie whispers, and Corey and Marcus say they are in place. They are at each side of the building, out of sight but in darkness anyway.
Laurie reaches the guard and says, “I’m afraid I’m lost. Can you point me toward Gates Road?”
“I’m not from here,” he says, a little gruffly. I don’t think she’s charmed him, but that’s not going to matter.
“You’re going to die here if you don’t do what I say.”
“Hey—”
“Shut your mouth,” Laurie commands. I know that demanding voice; it’s why I wash so many dishes.
I know from the plan that she has a gun pointed at the guard, and I can see Marcus and Corey closing in.
“What are the first names of the two guys inside the door?”
“Frank and Carlos.”
“Okay, you are going to open the door, just a crack, and you’re going to say, ‘Frank, come out here. I want to show you something.’ You got that?”
“Yeah.”
“Repeat it to me.”
“Frank, come out here. I want to show you something.”
He says it grudgingly, but accurately. I think he’ll do what Laurie is asking since he’ll want to continue to live.
“If you say anything else, or you do anything I think you shouldn’t, I am going to put a bullet in the back of your head. Do you understand?”
“Yeah.”
“Okay … do it. Open the door and say, ‘Frank, come out here, I want to show you something.’ Do it now.”
I hear the sound of the door opening, and the guard says his line perfectly. It’s hard to hear exactly what happens next, but there is an explosion of sound.
The next actual words I hear are Laurie yelling, “Freeze! You move and you die!”
I start running toward the building; I need to know what is going on, and by now it is either safe or it isn’t. The matter has been decided one way or the other.
When I get there, I see that the guard and another man I assume is Frank are unconscious in the doorway, no doubt courtesy of Marcus Clark. I go in and see the other guard, who must be Carlos, in a position similar to that of his two colleagues. Corey is yelling, “Everybody stand facing that wall, hands against the wall and legs spread! Now!”
I take a quick look around. I’m no expert, but the barrels and vats labeled CHEMICALS, and the machines used to process them, tell me that I don’t need to wait any longer; I dial Driscoll’s number and give him the address.
“It’s what you promised?” he asks.
“And more.”



 
 
We didn’t get out of there until eleven o’clock last night. It’s lucky Ricky doesn’t need a babysitter anymore; I don’t know how parents with young children raid warehouses these days.
Driscoll brought cops in force and they made the necessary arrests. One of the key human prizes was a guy named Jimmy Lantz, who Driscoll described as an important person in the Tony Giordano organization.
A stunning amount of chemicals was present; Driscoll called in a lieutenant from the department’s drug enforcement division, who was amazed at what he saw. Giordano would have become rich beyond almost anyone’s wildest dreams while flooding the market with a deadly product.
It is all over the news this morning, though no one mentions the Giordano connection. Driscoll calls to tell me that once the investigation and follow-ups are concluded, he has no doubt that people will turn on Giordano. The penalties for being involved with this kind and amount of merchandise are just too severe for everyone to take their punishment on their own.
Some will definitely testify against Giordano; Driscoll is certain of that. I just hope they don’t wind up in Paterson in the witness protection program.
So it was a triumph; I just wish my job was to secure drug enforcement victories. Unfortunately I’m supposed to win trials, and I’m still waiting to hear news on that front.
What the hell could be taking them so long?
I take the dogs for a walk; it’s basically the only thing that relaxes me. I’ve been doing it so often that their paws must be raw; I need to tone it down.
This time when I get back, Laurie is waiting for me on the porch.
“There is a verdict.”
When strung together in that order, there is a verdict have to be the four most chilling words in the English language, rivaled only by the biopsy is back.
I head down to the courthouse. Laurie goes with me to provide moral support. She can also help me pick up Jake and Sasha at Bobby’s house if he gets taken away in handcuffs.
He’s an innocent man facing possible life in prison if his lawyer hasn’t done a good enough job revealing the truth.
No pressure at all.
When I get to court, Eddie Dowd is already there, as are Godfrey and his team. Bobby isn’t here yet; the bailiffs probably didn’t have time yet to get to his house and back. Judge Gettner and the jury won’t come in until Bobby gets here, so I have to just sit here and feel my body turn into a walking pressure cooker.
I catch Godfrey staring at me from the prosecution table, but he quickly looks away. Does he think he’s going down to defeat at my hands for the second time, or is he gleefully anticipating revenge? I have no idea, and the truth is it doesn’t matter.
The jury has already decided, and if the bailiffs ever get Bobby here, they will tell us what that decision is.
Bobby finally arrives. I’ve only actually been here for ten minutes, but it seems so long that it feels like the bailiffs must have walked with him from his house. But I don’t say anything; based on the look on his face, he is feeling the same stress as me, times one thousand.
No matter what, I’m sleeping in my own bed tonight; it’s about to be determined if he’ll ever sleep in his own bed again.
We shake hands, and he and Eddie do the same. Judge Gettner takes his seat at the bench, and Bobby whispers, “Here we go.…”
Judge Gettner asks the jury if they’ve reached a verdict. That seems to take another half hour for no good reason; he knows damn well they’ve reached a verdict. Everybody in the room knows it. The jury foreman says, yes, they have.
Big surprise.
Judge Gettner gets to read it first and manages to betray no emotion at all. They must teach that in judge school.
He asks Bobby to stand, and Eddie and I do as well. I place my hand on Bobby’s shoulder, but I can’t imagine he notices it. He’s shaking slightly, or maybe I am … I can’t tell.
The judge hands the verdict back to the clerk to read, which she does:
“We the jury, in the case of New Jersey Versus Robert Klaster, as to count one, the homicide of Mr. Roland Banks, find the defendant, Robert Klaster, not guilty of the crime of first-degree homicide.”
Air suddenly seems to rush back into the room, which is welcome, because it feels like the last full breath I took was an hour and a half ago.
Bobby puts his head against my shoulder and then pulls it back. “You did it.” Then he turns to Eddie. “I can never thank you guys enough; not in a million years.”
I don’t know what to say; the feeling of relief is so strong that it renders me speechless, not an easy trick.
Finally I manage, “Let’s get that stupid ankle monitor off of you.”



 
 
We usually have our victory parties at Charlie’s, but this time we’re doing it at the Tara Foundation.
This is where the whole thing started, where the arrest was made and Bobby was taken away. There are two main differences now: back then Bobby was Derek Moore, and this time we’re doing it without the eggnog. It’s just as well; I don’t think I’ve fully digested the eggnog I had last time.
Having it here allows us to bring dogs, and Sasha and Jake are happily playing with Tara, Hunter, Simon Garfunkel, and the dogs currently at the foundation awaiting adoption. Sebastian has deigned to attend as well; he is curled up on a dog bed watching the others knock themselves out.
The humans in attendance are Bobby; Laurie, me, and Ricky; Willie Miller and Sondra; Corey and his girlfriend, Dani; Marcus and his wife, Jeannie; Sam Willis; Bobby’s partner, Jalen Davis; and Vince Sanders.
Vince is here because I promised him that Bobby and I would give him an interview so he could write an inside story about the case. It became a much bigger story when a crime boss became involved, and when reports tied it to the explosion at the port and the enormous drug bust.
We offered to do the interview at Vince’s office, but he somehow found out there would be free food at the party.
I haven’t had a chance to fill Bobby in on a lot of the details he wasn’t privy to, and he and Davis corner me so I can enlighten them.
“What’s going to happen to Giordano?” Davis says.
“Driscoll thinks he’s going down, that people are going to implicate him for sure.”
“Couldn’t happen to a nicer guy,” Bobby says. “Why do you think Banks was killed instead of me? Not that I’m complaining.”
“There’s no way to know for sure unless Giordano talks, which is unlikely to happen. My best guess is that Mercado was consolidating his power, which is also why Briggs was taken out in the prison. Mercado probably came up with a reason that Briggs had to go; maybe he told Giordano that Briggs was going to talk. And I think Mercado told Giordano that you really did kill Banks.”
“So I was just a convenient excuse?”
“Right. And once that was accomplished, then it was clear sailing to kill you in the jail. Had that succeeded, they would have gotten rid of both Banks and you. Your case would have been over, and they’d be happily making fentanyl right now.”
“Did Giordano order the hit on Russo?” Bobby asks.
“I would think so; I doubt even someone as crazy as Mercado would try that without the okay from his boss. But once Russo survived, Giordano threw Mercado under the bus, or more accurately, into the trunk.”
“And the customer in the convenience store was the target all along?” Davis asks.
“Yes. He was eliminated because the person under him who would move up was owned by Giordano. Once that happened, they owned the port, and over time they put their own people in place across the board.”
“So the poor store owner was the collateral damage,” Bobby says.
“Right.”
“So what don’t we know?” Bobby asks.
“We don’t know how they found out you were in Paterson.”
“Isn’t it possible someone just saw me on the street?”
“It’s possible, but seems too easy.”
Davis smiles. “Nothing is too easy; that’s the one thing we learned for sure. We need to get back to selling flooring.”
Bobby returns the smile. “I can’t wait.”
“Did you get the loan?” I ask.
Davis shakes his head. “Not yet, but hope springs eternal.”
“Maybe I can help; we can talk about it.”
“You’ve done more than enough, Andy. Way more,” Bobby says. Then he turns to Davis. “When can you bring me up-to-date?”
“Tomorrow afternoon? Three o’clock?” Davis asks.
“Sure. Where?”
“Let’s do it at your place, since we both can’t fit into our office.” Davis laughs and Bobby joins in. I know what they mean; I’ve been in that office.
I may also know something else that I should have realized earlier.
“Call me in the morning,” I say to Bobby. “We’ll talk.”
Laurie comes over and points to Ricky, playing with the dogs. “You think we should get some more dogs?”
“I think we already have plenty.”
She smiles. “Ricky and I aren’t so sure.”



 
 
Jalen Davis and Bobby meet at three o’clock at Bobby’s house to talk about the business.
They both take light beers out of the refrigerator and sit down in the den. Davis brought copies of the books with him and opens them as he talks. Jake and Sasha are there as well, but the financial stuff doesn’t interest them.
“Business in the store has actually been pretty good,” Davis says. “We’re up eleven percent year to year. Kitchen and bathroom tiling is the only area where we’ve declined, but only three percent.”
“I think we need to advertise, especially our new treatment for the hardwood-floor restoration.”
Davis frowns. “Takes money to advertise.”
“Where do we stand on the loan?” Bobby thumbs through the books.
“We got it.”
“We did? When?”
“Before you were even arrested. I didn’t see any reason to tell you.”
“Why not?”
Bobby’s question is immediately answered by Davis’s suddenly pointing a gun at him. “Sorry, partner.”
“You’re the one who told Giordano and Mercado where I was.”
Davis nods. “I did, but they broke their word. They said they would take you out, but then they killed Banks and set you up instead.” He laughs. “You can’t even trust crime bosses these days.”
“Did you take the loan money out of the business?”
“About half. Gambling debts, high living … you know how it is. Or maybe you don’t. But I’ll take the rest of the money and much more.”
“What does that mean?”
“Well, you may not know this, but the business took out life insurance policies on the two owners, you and me. I signed both our names; I didn’t think you’d mind. So when you die, I get an influx of cash.” Another laugh. “A major influx.”
“You won’t get away with it.”
“Really? You have a whole gang and crime family after you, and you think they’ll make me for killing you? Be serious.” Then, “Let’s go.”
“Where?”
“For a ride. Now.”
Bobby stands and Davis motions with the gun for him to go to the door. Bobby opens it and steps through and Davis follows.
And then he screams.
Marcus, Laurie, and I come out of the bedroom and head for the door. Davis is on the ground, screaming as Simon Garfunkel chomps on his arm. Corey has picked up Davis’s gun and calls Simon off.
Marcus and Laurie were set to intervene if necessary in the house, as Simon and Corey waited outside. Sam Willis taped the entire conversation in the den, so Marcus and Corey take Davis and the tape down to a waiting Pete Stanton. Davis won’t be coming back with them.
“You were right … again,” Bobby says. “How did you know?”
“I didn’t know for sure; until a few minutes ago I thought I could be wrong. But a lot of things seemed to fit.”
“Like what?”
“Well, you told Davis about the witness protection program and your past, and you and he both said that he had a criminal past of his own that he was supposedly putting behind him.
“Then there was the guy in the car that was waiting outside your office that night. You thought he might have been waiting for you. But you said that you asked Davis to bring you the papers because you didn’t want to stop. I realized that meant Davis was in the office and the guy outside could have been waiting to meet with him. They were planning how to deal with you.”
“Of course,” Bobby says.
“But the most important tip-off was the phone call from your cell phone to Banks. You were at the office at the time, but you didn’t make the call. You could have been with a customer and your cell was in the office you shared with Davis. So he called Banks from that phone as a way to further implicate you.”
“I never suspected him.”
“He was good at it,” Laurie says. “So now let’s talk business.”
“What do you mean?”
“We want to invest in your company. We’ll put up the money Davis took out. That way you can expand like you wanted to.”
“Oh, come on…”
“It will be a good investment for us, and when you’re really rich, you can pay your legal bill,” I say. “But there’s one condition. You need a new employee to take some of the load now that Davis won’t be here.”
“Who do you have in mind?” Bobby asks.
“Nick Citrin. He took a chance and tried to help you, but he asked me not to tell you. He wants out of the gang, and this will give him a place to go and a way to get on his feet.”
“I’d bring Nick on in a second.”
“So make the call,” I say. “And then let’s drink to our partnership.”
“You have any eggnog?” Laurie asks.
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