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HIGH DESERT HIGH by Steven Schindler 

(sample of chapter one only) 

Chapter One 

St. Mark’s Lounge, a bar in the East Village, had seen better days. It didn’t used to have a hunky 

bouncer at the door, scantily clad hot-chick bartenders, air conditioning that would keep raw meat 

fresh for a week, fifteen-dollar shots, and a clientele born in every corner of the country except New 

York City. 

It used to be a dive bar. And for people like Paul Santo, those were the better days. On any given 

night in the ’80s you might see Allen Ginsberg sipping a beer with a table full of fellow beatniks, 

punks, bikers, Polish immigrants, and Village locals hanging out in this joint on St. Mark’s Place, just 

a little west of Avenues A, B, and C, known as Alphabet City. The bartender was either the owner, 

Stosh, or one of his sticky-fingered relatives. The jukebox ranged from Woody Guthrie to Richard 

Hell and the Voidoids with everything in between. On any weeknight you were just as likely to witness 

a bottle hit over some jerk’s head as you were to see a couple of guys with their heads and beards 

precisely shaved half bald only on one side, performing a perfectly choreographed tap dance routine 

to Dylan’s “Like A Rolling Stone.” 

Paul Santo waved to the bouncer, walked in, and took a seat at the bar by the large-screen television. 

He was exhausted after working a double shift and was happy to have the air conditioning set to 

Helsinki winter, which also made the bar maids look even better in their tank tops. 

As usual, it was the end of a long day. He had his guys looking for some good dope in the 

neighborhood. With orders not to bother with weed or pills, they were only to look for the real stuff. 

And lately there was nothing. His crew hadn’t made a decent collar in days, and that was just a street-

corner hustler selling nickel bags of black tar heroin to rich NYU idiots. Most of the big-money action 
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had moved uptown, hidden in plain sight in posh Upper East Side high-rises or Riverdale mansions. 

Nope, these streets were pretty clean now. And he was damn proud of it. 

Lieutenant Paul Santo, NYPD, had just turned fifty, but could probably beat anybody in the bar at 

hoops, handball, ocean swimming, and downing vodka on the rocks. Five foot ten, one hundred 

seventy-four pounds, with an afro that would make Lenny Kravitz proud. Like Kravitz, Paul is multi-

racial. Paul was multi-racial before it was cool. Or presidential. 

Paul may be physically fit, but he’s tired. Not tired from his double shift. That’s nothing. He’s tired 

from more than two and a half decades of chasing drug dealers, thugs, and armed morons packing 

heat with the serial numbers removed and trying not to lose his soul in the process. 

His father was Italian and Irish, his mother was black and Puerto Rican. And some people in his old 

Bronx neighborhood said he inherited the best of all four ethnic groups. Or the worst, depending on 

the situation. 

He used to go to St. Mark’s Lounge in the ’80s with his Bronx buddies because of the exotic 

atmosphere. It was nothing like the Irish gin mills back in his Bronx neighborhood called 

Kingsbridge. Those bars were filled day and night with workingclass heroes getting kicks and having 

laughs with their own gene pool; mostly Irish, Italian, Jewish, Puerto Rican, German, and the 

descendants of whatever else the cat dragged in a generation or two earlier. 

But the St. Mark’s Lounge in the ’80s? That was the East Village. St. Mark’s Place, like the rest of the 

city, was out of control. Junkies, street hookers, dealers, and bums were everywhere. Instead of the 

psychedelic sounds that wafted through the air in the ’60s, the soundtrack of the ’80s was the sirens 

of fire engines, cop cars, and ambulances trying to keep pace with the chaos that was everywhere. But 

in all that chaos there was also a raw excitement that surpassed the ’60s and ’70s. The Vietnam War 

and the draft were over. Kids were joyously running amuck. It was pre-AIDS, so everybody was 

banging everybody. Cops had pretty much given up trying to bust people for smoking weed or 
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drinking beer on the streets and in the parks. There was too much real crime going on. On the average 

there were around 2,000 murders a year in the ’80s; six a day. It was so common to fall victim to 

violent crime that people stopped reporting them to the police. And that’s when Paul became a cop, 

class of 1985. 

 

A gorgeous twentysomething bartender ignored two sweaty guys in suits clamoring for attention when 

she noticed Paul. 

“Hey Paul! I haven’t seen you in a while. Where’ve you been, honey?” 

“I just jetted back from the south of France with Kanye and Kim. They dropped me off at the 

Lexington Avenue subway 

and bang, here I am. How are you, Brielle?” 

“Fantabulous. The usual?” 

“Make it a double.” 

By the time Paul goes into his wallet, pulls out a twenty, and placed it on the bar, Brielle is back and 

places his drink on a coaster in front of him. She doesn’t pick up his money. She winks at him. 

“Thank you, doll, but take the money,” Paul said, picking up the drink and taking a swig. 

It’s hard for Paul to believe this is the same place as back in the day. But then again that’s true for the 

entire East Village. In fact for the entire Manhattan island. It’s just the other boroughs that are going 

to hell now. 

“Brielle. Can you please put on the Mets game?” 

“It’s midnight?” 

“They’re playing the Dodgers.”  Brielle gave him a blank stare. 

“On the West Coast. It’s only nine there,” Paul shouted over the bar chatter. 

“Only for you, Paul!” 
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A drunk in a designer suit, who looks like he just graduated middle school, leaned over. Paul is 

repulsed by his sliders-and-beer breath. 

“I love L.A.! Are you from California?” The drunk asked enthusiastically. 

“Perish the thought, junior,” Paul shot back. 

Paul lost himself in the game while the moronic thumping of the XM radio electronica mix got louder, 

as did the banter of the amateur drunks who have taken over his hangout. The Wall Street crowd 

used to get out of Dodge on the various commuter trains to the burbs, or car-service it to Upper East 

Side brownstones. But these new masterbaters of the universe Uber over from the financial district 

to their nearby luxury loft mansions in the very neighborhood deemed once too dangerous for the 

cops to even care about: Alphabet City. Much like the Marines battling apartment-by-apartment and 

building-bybuilding in Fallujah, gains against the bad guys were hard-fought with many temporary 

advancements, setbacks, lost battles, and political quagmires, as the body-bag counts climbed higher 

and higher. Like many combat veterans Paul prefers not to talk about his days deep in battle with the 

enemy. He has seen his share of blood, guts, and brains splattered on walls, and was very close on 

many occasions to having the mess of DNA soup be his own.  It was the bottom of the ninth and 

the Mets were winning by two. A double by the Dodgers’ first baseman Cody Bellinger with two outs 

and the bases loaded put an end to any glimmer of hope Paul still nursed with every double-vodka 

on the rocks.  “That game is still going at two in the morning?” Brielle asked while serving the last of 

the still-thirsty crowd. 

“Not anymore. Inning over. Game over. Series over. And probably season over.” 

“I thought the season ended in October?” 

“Not for these Mets. Late August is about the norm for them. Are you staying open until four 

tonight?” 
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Brielle looked at the amount of cash on the bar, which wasn’t much. These one-percenters rarely 

leave twenty percent for the servers. 

“Nah. Darcy has already started closing everything out. 

Why? You want me to drive you home again?” 

“If you don’t mind.” 

“Let’s get a bite first.” 

“Whatever you want. You’re driving.” 

“It’s your car.” 

“Doesn’t matter. You’re in the driver’s seat.” 

 

Paul was close to thirty years older than Brielle. On these neighborhood streets back in the ’80s seeing 

a fiftyish guy with an afro wearing sweatpants walking down the block with a twentyish babe in a tank 

top might give the appearance of a pimp walking with his ho. But now with all the new-money high-

finance swindlers living around here out with their future ex-wife number two or three nobody even 

gives them a second look. 

“Do you want to eat near here, or wait until we’re back up in the Bronx?” Paul asked, a little bit slower 

than his normal rata-tat delivery, which is the only indication that he’s had a few.  “I’m starving. Let’s 

just walk over to the Brasserie.” 

“The Brasserie can kiss my ass-ery. That used to be the B&H Dairy. You could get a nice bowl of 

borscht there. Or potato soup. Or pierogies. You know what pierogies are?” Paul asked, playfully. 

“Yes. It’s like a potato dumpling. I’m part Polish, you know.” 

“Very good! You know what a galabki is?” 

“That’s a cabbage roll with meat inside.” 

“You are on a cabbage roll, my dear! Do you know what a garagshki is?” 
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“Garagshki?” 

“Garagshki?” Paul said adamantly, stopping his stride and confronting Brielle. 

“I give up.” 

“It’s the key to the garage, knucklehead!” 

Brielle laughed hysterically as she always does to Paul’s corny jokes. Paul was almost old enough to 

be her father, but he reminded her more of her grandfather. There was something about Paul’s no-

bullshit bluntness, honesty, and toughness that reminded her of the old codgers who came around to 

visit her granddad in New Hampshire. Some of that rubbed off on Brielle; she had LIVE FREE OR 

DIE tattooed on her wrist. 

The Brasserie was open late to take whatever leftover cash the drunks had on their way home. The 

tables were wrought iron with Italian marble tops, accessorized with fine linen napkins and real 

silverware. But the food was no better than your average Queens Boulevard Greek diner, and the 

portions half the size.  The place was packed, but they found a booth in the back next to the kitchen 

door. Hipsters with hillbilly beards and fullbody tattoos mixed with the sloppy-suited financiers as 

they all downed greasy faux French food before they hit their nearby twomillion-dollar studio lofts 

and three-grand-a-month walk-ups. There was laughter, dumb drunk conversations, and too cool for 

school scowling from some actual French tourists. A waitress, who had the telltale look of a bored, 

overqualified millennial actress finally approached them. 

“What can I get you?” she asked, obviously put out that she had to stoop so low as to work for a 

living. 

Paul was still scanning the menu and pointed to Brielle who ordered first. 

“I’ll have a small green salad. Oil and vinegar on the side.” 

“I thought you were starving?” 

“I am.” 
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“I’ll have two over easy, bacon, home fries, dry whole wheat toast, a side of fruit, and a hot tea. And 

add a veggie burger to her order.” 

“I can order for myself!” she whispered as the bored waitress walked away. 

“I’ll tell your momma on you, back in, where is it in New 

Hampshire again?” 

“You know where it is, you just like to hear me say it!” 

“So say it!” 

“Dixville Notch” 

“Ha, I love that! Dixville Notch!” 

The front door bursts open and a diverse group of 20 or so young protesters with signs and banners 

are chanting. 

“No justice no peace no racist police! No justice no peace no racist police! No justice no peace no 

racist police! From Palestine to Ferguson end racism now! From Palestine to Ferguson end racism 

now! From Palestine to Ferguson end racism now!” 

The protesters are splitting up and going from table to table with stunned diners watching in disbelief. 

“Solidarity not sympathy! Solidarity not sympathy! Solidarity not sympathy! Stop police terror now! 

Stop police terror now! Stop police terror now! Pigs in a blanket! Fry ’em like bacon! Pigs in a blanket! 

Fry ’em like bacon!” 

Brielle looks terrified as she studies Paul, wondering what he might do. Paul reaches over to the next 

table where a waiter is refilling the salt and pepper shakers, and he picks up a discarded sports section 

off the table begins reading it. 

She taps him on the arm. “Are you okay?” 

“As long as my food gets here soon, I’m fine.” 
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It’s clear three of the protestors are the leaders. They are African-Americans and look fiercely angry 

and going right in the faces of the patrons. 

“Stand with us! Or you’re against us! Stand with us! Or you’re against us! Stand with us! Or you’re 

against us!” They scream until the people at the table stop eating and stand with them as they go from 

table to table, working their way to the back where Paul and Brielle are sitting. 

“Paul, we can just slip out the back through the kitchen.” 

“Why? Is something going on?” 

“Paul! Let’s just go!” 

“I ordered food and I’m going to eat my food.” 

The three troublemakers are getting closer. “Stand with us! Or you’re against us! Stand with us! Or 

you’re against us! Stand with us! Or you’re against us!” 

A light skinned, mixed race African-American wearing a t-shirt with a photo of a black woman and 

the name JOANNE CHESIMARD printed underneath approaches Paul. His chant of “Stand with 

us! Or you’re against us!” gets louder and louder. He’s holding a large, professionally printed banner 

that reads, STOP 

RACIST POLICE TERROR BLACK LIVES MATTER. 

Every patron is the restaurant is standing except for Paul and Brielle. She goes to stand, and Paul 

grabs her arm, pushing her back down in her seat. 

“Do you work here?” Paul said coolly to the shouting protester. “I said do you work here? Because 

if you do, would you please tell our waitress that our food is overdue?” 

“Stand with us! Or you’re against us! Stand with us! Or you’re against us!” 

“Do you work here?” 

The chant gets louder and angrier. The guy with the banner is yelling louder and louder, his face 

fraught with anger and violence, getting right in Paul’s face. 
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“I’ll take that as a no,” Paul said calmly. “I suggest you move on.” 

The protestor becomes even more vociferous in his chant.  Paul looks at him, steely eyed. “You really 

don’t want to go there, do you? You know what’s ironic about this, Brielle?” Paul shouted loudly over 

the screaming protestors. “This guy here is whiter than me!” 

“Fuck you!” yells the protestor. “You ain’t black!” 

Paul calmly reaches over and picks up the jar of salt on the next table the waiter was using to refill 

the saltshakers. “Maybe. 

But you’re awfully white!” Paul yells, throwing the jar of salt in his face, ripping the sign from his 

hands and violently tearing it to shreds. Brielle jumps up and pushes Paul away from the protestors, 

who have elevated their screams and yells into an allout rage. 

The lead protester pulls out his cell phone and dials 911.  “Yes. I’d like to report and assault and 

destruction of my personal property.” 

“Ha! I like that! Assault with…salt!” Paul said, throwing some salt over his left shoulder. “Funny! He 

hates cops, but who does he call when his little snowflake ego is hurt, he calls…wait for it…the cops!” 

The entire group of protesters is now surrounding Paul and Brielle’s table. 

“Keep your distance please. And whatever you do, do not touch us. Capisce?” 

The crowd is emboldened and bordering on out of control, directing all their anger at Paul. 

Sirens are heard and four cops burst through the front doors of the restaurant, shouting. 

“All right, everybody out! Everybody out! Now!” the lead cop, a sergeant, yells as the three others 

start steering people out the front door. The sergeant approaches Paul’s table. 

“This man tore up my sign, assaulted me, and threatened me,” the lead protester told the officer. 

“Oh, Christ almighty,” the sergeant groaned when he saw who the alleged perp was. “Portillo! Take 

the complainant outside and make a report. Paulie, what the hell is going on here? Assault? 

Destruction of property? Threats?” 
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“Wait! Stop everything! Here’s my food! Finally!” The waitress places the plates on the table along 

with the bill. 

“I’m off shift in ten minutes. Can you pay me now so I can get my tip?” 

“Certainly, my dear. Somebody else might think that’s being rude, asking for the tip like that. Not me. 

That’s called honesty. I like honesty. I like being honest,” Paul said as he gave her a wad of bills and 

began eating his eggs. “So Mickey, you’re gonna take me in, right?” 

The red haired, freckle-faced fiftyish sergeant pulled cuffs off his belt, “I’m gonna have to cuff you, 

too. Just for looks.” 

“See? Honesty! Good. But I have to finish eating. Okay?” 

“Jesus, Okay, Paulie. Hurry it up, would ya?” 

“If I get indigestion, I’m not paying off on the Mets- 

Yankees bet. Capisce?’ 

“Just hurry,” Mickey said, obviously exasperated as if he’s done this before. 

“Brielle, here’s my keys. The car’s in the usual spot outside 

the precinct. Just meet me there in about, how long, Mickey?” 

“An hour.” 

“An hour.” 

Paul hands the keys to Brielle. She stands up and shakes her head with her hands on her hips. “I 

thought being friends with a New York cop would be interesting, but I reckon you are downright 

mind-boggling!” 

“Mickey, only a girl from Dixville Notch, New Hampshire would use reckon and downright in a 

sentence, right? See you in an hour. My eggs are cold. Let’s go.” 

Paul puts his hands behind his back and gets cuffed by Sergeant O’Connor. The crowd is chanting 

outside, “Stand with us! Or you’re against us!” awaiting the perp walk of Paul into the idling patrol 
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car. Phones are flashing and videos are being taken as if Jay-Z and Beyoncé were heading for a limo. 

Once in the car, O’Connor undoes the cuffs. 

“You know the Captain is on. He was working late, doing paperwork,” O’Connor said from the front 

passenger seat as they drove down quiet East Village streets. 

“Good. I welcome the opportunity to speak my mind with him in person.” 

“Paulie, please. Just say you’re sorry, it’ll never happen again, and everybody can just go home and 

get a good night’s sleep.” 

“Mickey. Come on. Do I have to explain after 40 years of knowing each other?” 

“Paulie, I’m just saying. Once in a while you could just make it a little easier on everyone involved if 

you would….”  “Twist the truth, don’t make waves, lie, cheat, what else?” 

“You know what I’m saying.” 

“Yes, I do. And you know what I’m saying.” 

“Fine.” 

 

Paul walked into the ancient Ninth Precinct on East Fifth Street. The building itself is almost a 

hundred years old, and looks and smells twice that. Its nickname is “The Fighting Ninth,” which 

some say has more to do with what goes on inside the building than out on the streets. As soon as 

the desk sergeant sees Paul, he gives him a sympathetic head nod towards the captain’s door. 

“He’s waiting for you.” 

Captain Fernando Vasquez is the second youngest captain currently in the NYPD. At thirty-five his 

rise has been viewed by some as the personification of the new policy typical of the new mayor; out 

with the old and in with the new. Or else. And it’s not just the NYPD. Fire, Sanitation, Transit, even 

school teachers with a bit of gray hair poking through are feeling the heat from newly appointed 
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chiefs, superintendents, supervisors, principals, and managers. Although it’s quite evident to the 

grizzled veterans, it’s more about the gray matter between one’s ears than the gray just above them. 

The Captain is more than ten years Paul’s junior, but it seems like he’s two generations behind him. 

Paul can name all the original members of The Kinks, Earth Wind and Fire, and The Jimi Hendrix 

Experience. Paul doubts the Captain even heard of those bands. 

“Have a seat, lieutenant.” Vasquez said in a strange accent. Strange because, it’s not a Puerto Rican 

accent, or a Bronx accent, it’s not even a New York accent. It’s like a generic anywhere U.S.A. accent. 

“Yes, sir!” Paul said sarcastically. 

“Have you been drinking, Santo?” 

“I have. I’ve been off duty for eight hours.” 

“You could be in big trouble right now Santo, so I’d suggest you simmer down, so we can discuss 

this professionally. Is it true you tore up a protester’s sign and threw salt at him?” 

“Yes. A sign that was shoved in my face while I was trying to eat my breakfast with a friend, minding 

my own business, with a crowd of spoiled-brat NYU and Columbia trust-funders yelling in my face 

that the police are racist, terrorists, and should be fried like bacon. Yes I did.” 

“And what about the salt?” 

“If I said yes, would I just be throwing salt in the wound?”  “I said simmer down. This is no joke! I’m 

sick and tired of off-duty guys getting into hot water! It’s a disgrace!” 

“I’m sorry, sir. You’re right,” Paul said trying to calm the moment. 

“All right. Let’s get real here,” the Captain said with urgency. “The complainant says he won’t press 

charges if you pay for his sign. He supplied a receipt from a printing shop for 75 dollars. He says it 

was color, not black and white, hence the extra expense. He’ll forget about the assault. No jokes, 

Santo!” 
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“Sir, with all due respect, there’s cops being ambushed and executed by the week because of the 

rabble-rousing of these fools. And nobody is doing anything about it. In fact the freakin’ mayor came 

out on their side! Telling the press he had to tell his kid to be careful around white police officers. 

That’s pathetic.” 

“His son in bi-racial.” 

“So am I! So what?” 

“That’s it! You’re suspended. For one day. No pay.”  “Really?” Paul rose from his chair and pulled a 

revolver out of the holster in the small of his back. He placed it on the Captain’s desk, along with his 

badge and ID cards. “Well, I think one day isn’t enough. I’m out of here. I’m going downtown to the 

pension office in the morning. I’m through for good. This is bullshit. Consider me retired. You win. 

Are you happy now?” 

“Santo, I suggest you think this over when you calm down.” 

“I’m calm. I’m done.” 

“Could you delay it? I’ve got so many guys on vacation, we’re short.” 

“You could have Ramos or Liu or what’s her name? Oh yeah, mother of three, Officer Familia fill in 

for me. Oh wait. They can’t. They were ambushed and executed while sitting in police cars as payback. 

For what? For what? Never mind. You and the mayor and the press and those downtown defense 

lawyers and race baiters, you’re all to blame. I’m not. I risked my neck for blacks, Jews, Poles, Puerto 

Ricans, Irish, Romanian, rich, poor, homeless, people in mansions. And I’m the bad guy. No. I’m 

done. And here’s a hundred bucks for the kid’s ‘let’s kill racist cops’ sign. Glad I could help,” Paul 

said as he exited the room and softly closed the door. 

Paul was worn out. He didn’t wave or say goodbye to the guys milling around the desk. He just walked 

out without looking back. He felt naked as he walked down the street without his gun or badge. It 

was the first time he had done so since he graduated the academy. He felt vulnerable. Not because 
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he was without the protection of his gun and badge. Because he just left behind the only life he had 

known as an adult. And that scared him. He saw Brielle sitting in his 1985 Lincoln Continental. He 

got in the back seat. Brielle started the car. 

“Where are we going?” She asked trying to study what was on his mind. “Are you all right?” 

“Drop me off at home. Take the car home with you. And pick me up on the way to work tomorrow. 

I’ll tell you all about it. Wake me when I’m home.” 

This was nothing new for Brielle. She had done this routine with Paul countless times. It got her a 

safe ride home for free, kept Paul out of trouble, and prevented him from getting a D.U.I. Up the 

F.D.R., across the 138th Street bridge onto the Major Deegan Expressway in the Bronx, past Yankee 

Stadium, and exit at Van Cortlandt Park South, about a mile before Yonkers, where she lived. This 

being a familiar game plan, she knew that before she dropped him off at his home it would save her 

a few minutes if she first stopped in front of his neighborhood hangout, The Buckeye, at W. 238th 

Street right under the Broadway elevated line. The steel wheels of the No. 1 train squealed to a stop 

above them, waking up Paul. Brielle watched him come to. 

“You know you snore?” 

“Very few women in my life actually know that about me,” Paul said, as he shook out the cobwebs 

and pushed his afro back into position. 

“I find that hard to believe.” 

“There’s a lot you don’t know about me. But you do know me better than most. Like dropping me 

off at The Buckeye, even though it looks closed.” 

“Yeah, most things are at four in the morning. What goes on there anyway?” 

“Oh, if you only knew! Beautiful women, Chinese millionaires playing high-stakes pai gow, Johnny 

Depp and Keith Richards sharing a spliff while playing pool.” 
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“You kill me. What time do you want me to pick you up tomorrow? I have to be at work at six, but 

whatever works for you.” 

“You know what? I’m going downtown on the train in the morning. So just take the car to work. 

Park it in my spot. And I’ll pick it up later in the day.” 

“What are you doing downtown?” 

“Gotta talk to some paper-pushers so I can get paid without working until I’m fish food off Rockaway 

Beach.”  “Okay, I have no idea what that means, but I’ll see you tomorrow night at the bar?” 

“Yes, thank you, Dixville Notch!” 

Brielle laughed as she pulled away and headed home. Paul walked over to the window with a 

GUINNESS sign in it that was switched off and he knocked four times. A curtain opened slightly 

and a few seconds later the door could be heard unlocking. Paul is greeted by Sergeant Mickey 

O’Connor, now wearing cargo shorts and a t-shirt adorned with the album art of the Rolling Stones’ 

Sticky Fingers. Van Morrison is singing “Brown Eyed Girl” on the jukebox. 

“Paulie, have you flipped your wig? Is it true? You’re retiring?” Mickey said to Paul, handing him a 

pint of Guinness.  “Ah, breakfast!” Paul said before taking a swig. “Mickey, I’m done. This is it. And 

you know what? I feel good about it. It’s time to step aside and let the younger generation take over. 

Let them deal with these assholes. If you had half a brain, you’d be coming with me tomorrow to 

sign the papers.” 

“I got two kids still in college, are you kidding? I’m not the carefree, swinging bachelor.” 

“Watchoo talkin’ ’bout, Willis?” 

“Yeah, well you know what I mean.” 

“Hey Paulie! Come over here! I want to fekking talk business with you!” A raspy Irish brogue shouts 

from within a cloud of cigar smoke at the end of the bar. 
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“O’Toole you old fool! I’ll be right there,” Paul shouted, then put his hand on Mickey’s shoulder. 

“With all this bullshit going on now with this new mayor, and insane cop hatred, it’s not the same. 

At least back in the day, we knew who the hell the bad guys were. Now, we’re sitting ducks.” 

Mickey reluctantly nods his head. “I know. I just can’t do it right now. Three more years and I’m 

out.” 

“O’Toole, three hundred and sixty four days a year you can break my balls, but not today, alright?” 

Paul said entering the cloud of smoke. “And why are you still smoking those goddamed ginney 

dumbwaiter ropes? Here, have a Cuban.” 

“Really? A Cuban? For me?” 

“Sure why not? Castro and Obama said it’s okay, so it must be okay, right? What race is this?” Paul 

said referring to the horse race about to get under way on the television. 

The bartender, a small man who looks like he could easily double as a leprechaun in a St. Patrick’s 

Day parade says, “It’s 

Hong Kong.” 

“Is Bobby Three Shirts here?” 

“He’s taking a leak.” 

“Did someone call my name?” An overweight man in his fifties grumbles exiting the men’s room. 

He’s got pads, papers and pens in every pocket of his safari vest over three shirts, which couldn’t 

close if he lost a hundred pounds. 

“Let’s see, it’s almost the end of the month,” Paul said, thinking aloud. 

John Lennon’s “Imagine” started playing on the jukebox. 

“John Lennon’s playing, September’s the 9th month, the Beatles, number 9, number 9, put twenty on 

the number 9 to win.”  Bobby Three Shirts goes through some pockets and makes a mark in a small 

notebook. Mickey took a barstool next to Paul at the smoky end of the bar. They watched in silence 
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as the bell went off at the Hong Kong track, and the British-accented announcer called the race. Once 

the horses made the first turn, Paul began a slow-building crescendo, “Number nine! Number nine! 

Number nine! Number nine! Come on number nine! Holy crap, I didn’t realize he’s a hundred to 

one!” 

Bobby Three Shirts jerked his head towards Paul in a panic. “Very funny asshole, he’s three to one.” 

Paul resumed his chant until it was obvious number nine didn’t have a chance at win, place, show, or 

even appearing like it was in the same race, it was so far behind the pack. “Can you add that to my 

tab Bobby, or do you want the twenty now?”  “I’ll just add it. You want to know your total so far this 

month?” Bobby said smiling broadly. 

“Judging by that smile on your face, no!” 

Mickey and Paul have been friends for almost forty years. When Paul moved into the neighborhood 

when he was ten, he didn’t look like most of the kids hanging out on the block. At that time, the 

neighborhood was mostly Irish, with some Italian, German and Polish thrown in. It wasn’t easy being 

the new kid on the block even if you looked like everybody else. But Paul looked different. Maybe if 

Paul sucked at basketball, baseball, football, stickball, curb ball, and any other ball you could throw 

at him, he wouldn’t have fit in so quickly. But everybody wanted Paul on their team, once Mickey 

started choosing him first. 

“You really are going downtown to sign the papers tomorrow?” Mickey said sadly. “You’re gonna 

leave me with all those peach-fuzzed kids from the ’burbs who became cops because they think it’s 

like being in an episode of Law and Order?”  Paul took a sip of stout. “It’s over. From the top down, 

we are screwed. It’s just like the French Revolution.” 

“The French Revolution? Being a cop is like the French 

Revolution?” 
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“This country. This society. It starts out with quote, the people, unquote, demanding power. 

Overthrowing the status quo. 

Revolution….” 

“Isn’t that how we got our own country? Through revolution against the Brits?” 

“You’ve been to Fraunces Tavern?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Well that’s where George Washington, after winning the revolution, said good-bye to his troops, 

and for the first time in history, the military victor ceded power to the elected civilian leaders of a 

government. He went back to his farm. But in the French Revolution the people overthrew the 

government and didn’t replace it with law and order. No. They went after everybody! Heads were 

rolling in the streets! You know that. The revolution eats its own! Didn’t you learn history in Cardinal 

Hayes?” 

“Apparently not as thoroughly as in Bishop Dubois.”   “We’re being executed. Our heads are 

rolling. And it ain’t gonna stop with just the cops.” 

“Come on, Paulie. You’re being paranoid.” 

“That’s what they told Marie Antoinette. Next thing you know her curly locks were in the basket. 

Nah. I’m done. When I think of how we took that rat-and drug-infested shit hole, Alphabet City, and 

risked our lives every day, pushing those scumbags out of there, making the streets and buildings 

livable again. Look at it now. It’s one of the best neighborhoods in the 

city. Freakin’ A-listers live there. You know. You were there!” 

“I was there sometimes. Not like you were.” 

“You know. You know. I’m did my time. I’m getting out while I can.” 

Mickey holds his pint out, they clink their glasses. “I’m with you, brother. You know that. And I’m 

right behind you. As soon as I send that last check to Mercy College, I’m on the next 
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Metro line to sign my papers, too. You want a lift home?” 

“Sure.” 

Mickey drives Paul the few blocks to his apartment on the ground floor of a private home on a tree-

lined street of modest houses built in the boom of the 1920s just after the No. 1 elevated line was 

completed in the Kingsbridge section of the Bronx.  “If I change my mind, you’ll be the first to 

know,” Paul said, closing the front door of Mickey’s Jeep Cherokee.  “Just get some rest and think 

about it.” 

Paul watched Mickey drive towards the northbound Major Deegan and wondered if that was the last 

time he’d get a ride home from work. 


