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“Well, Art is Art, isn’t it? Still, on the other hand, water is 
water. And east is east and west is west and if you take 
cranberries and stew them like applesauce they taste much 
more like prunes than rhubarb does. Now you tell me what 
you know.” 

- Groucho Marx 
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This is a free promotional PDF of the first 4 chapters of Wagstaff & Meatballs, the latest and second book in the Wagstaff mystery series.

I hope you enjoy it & get yourself a copy of the entire book on Amazon.com and elsewhere.

Thanks for reading!

- Jim Berkin





 

 
 

 
 
 
 

1. Wednesday Afternoon 
 
 
 
 

I started my vacation badly.  First I saved 
someone’s life. Then things only got worse. 

My first clue that it wouldn’t go as planned should 
have been the way my four team parlay bet blew up in my 
face as I sat in the sports book watching a wall of flat 
screens filled with college football.   

I only bet sports in Vegas, no table games or slots 
for me.  Football, college basketball, the horses… you 
name it… I’ll play them all, crunching the numbers, 
analyzing trends, looking for angles.  I’m all about beating 
the odds makers or the crowd, I guess. Most of the time I 
do okay, no huge jackpots or million dollar wins, but I 
usually come out ahead, despite my cheap five dollar bets. 

Not today. 
What fascinates me about this particular leisure 

activity? Maybe because it’s one of the few – Wait, strike 
that - make it the ONLY thing I can think of that does not 
fit into my overall view of the universe.  Everything else I 
observe forms a clear pattern to me. Every little thing, 
everywhere, wherever I observe it, becomes part of a grand 
design that I will follow.   Jungian synchronicities all 
around comprise my world. They link up with the 
seemingly infinite amount of pop culture trivia in my 
overloaded brain. 

That song playing over the loudspeaker in the 
restaurant… that movie you landed in the middle of while 
flipping the remote (especially the specific line of dialogue 
spoken at the precise moment of tuning in)… that 
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advertising catch-phrase your magazine flopped open to all 
by itself… it all means something if you connect it and 
connect it just right. 

Well, if I connect it just right, anyway.  
I’d like to think I do.  
After all, whenever I wind up following some sort 

of narrative based on the Jungian synchs I connect together 
in my own special way, interesting things happen. Sure, 
everyone else thinks it’s insane nonsense, but I wind up 
cracking a lot of mysteries that no one else even knew 
existed. 

Did I also mention that it’s been quite profitable? 
Certainly more profitable than my college football 

bets. 
My special way? Well, Jung saw synchronic patterns 

to the universe in strange coincidental every day events. I 
added my endless memory storehouse of all the cultural 
junk I’ve absorbed over my years of studying and teaching 
film, television, art, music, you name it.  

After all, wouldn’t all of those things be part of the 
intricate invisible framework structure of the universe as 
well? 

What can you do with the knowledge of all that 
garbage except win pub trivia contests or go on Jeopardy?  
Well, I made a profession out of it.  I work for a little off-
the-books entity started by some former intelligence 
officers who came to appreciate my personal brand of 
psychotic psy-ops. It works, and that’s all they care about. I 
uncover all sorts of mysteries and conspiracies with the 
method to my madness.  I connect the dots of the pop 
culture references I see and follow the narratives to where 
they lead. 

Okay, sometimes high culture as well. And that 
brings me to what happened on my vacation. 

It all began with my football bets going down the 
toilet, as I mentioned. 

“That does it, I’m totally screwed,” I said. “Now 
they’ll just run the clock and not beat the spread.” 
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Danny laughed. “Oh no, there goes your giant 
bankroll of ten dollars!” 

“It’s not the ten dollars, it’s getting it right.” 
“You got the other three in your parlay, you 

should’ve just bet those, individually. Even if you put the 
same amount on each one, you’d be two units ahead that 
way,” he added before sipping his beer. “Adding a 
Wednesday night game between Ball State and Toledo to 
get fifteen to one was pushing it.” 

“Yeah, yeah,” I replied. “All my bets where I swung 
for the fences went in the toilet this weekend.” 

“Wait, are you actually down?” 
“I think I’m close to even. Some single game 

insurance bets kept me afloat.  I must have made some 
back betting Belmont and Santa Anita.” I took a big gulp 
of my own mug of stout. 

“Just as long as you’re still buying dinner,” Danny 
said. 

I chugged the rest of my drink. “I won’t go 
bankrupt doing that.” 

“Let me take care of a few things back in the 
observation booth,” Danny said. “I’ll meet you there close 
to seven.” 

Danny is an old student of mine. I began my 
vacation at the Vegas casino where he runs the security at 
the sports book.  I helped get him the job via one of my 
synchronicity chasing adventures, but that’s another story.  
A good story, if you like hearing about people using a 
Vegas casino for a fairly complex money laundering 
operation.  But it’s one for another day. 

This day, nothing connected in my football picks. 
Even Jung would have lost betting on Ball State.  

I tore up my losing bet slip and handed the waitress 
a fiver for a tip before heading out. 

I wandered the casino a little, people watching, but 
figured I should get my car since Danny and I had decided 
to meet away from the strip at an old Italian restaurant just 
south of downtown called Chicago Joe’s. I’d need a little 
time with the traffic to avoid being late, so I picked up my 
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pace and headed for the valet window outside the front 
entrance. 

I handed the clerk my ticket and stepped over 
towards a bench to wait for my car. Normally I’d avoid the 
valet parking, but that’s when I’m driving my own car, not 
some generic rental. 

And thus… the key to everything that followed. 
The valet drove up in a gray Camry and jerked to a 

halt. I stepped forward with a couple of bucks in my hand 
to tip the guy. 

I didn’t notice someone else also walking towards 
the car.  

I got to it first as the valet stepped out from the 
driver’s seat and took my money.   

The valet ran back down the ramp to pick up his 
next car just as a hand tapped on my shoulder. “Excuse 
me,” a young guy with thick black hair said, “but I think 
that’s my car.” 

I looked up for a moment. “Looks like the one I 
rented, hang on.” I stepped away to take a quick look at the 
license since it had a frame from the rental boys with their 
name on it. 

And that’s when I saw someone crouching in the 
back, directly behind the front seat. 

I only got out the “What the…” of the what-the-
fuck I intended when crouch boy saw me. 

He put one hand on the back of the driver’s seat 
and sprang up, leaving the other hand free – oh, did I 
mention he held a gun in it? 

I ducked towards the rear of the car to spoil the 
bastard’s line of sight, but he fired off a shot anyway.  It 
wasn’t at me – he shot at Mr. Black Hair, but missed him 
by a mile. 

So obviously it was his car.  
I should have let him drive it away right then and 

there, silly me. 
Instead I grabbed Mr. Black Hair’s fancy blazer and 

pulled him to the ground next to me. “Quick! Drop and 
roll with me, other side of the car, now!!!” 
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The assassin climbed over into the driver’s seat and 
stuck his gun hand around the side of the open door, 
intending to squeeze off another shot. 

I saw my one chance. I zipped across the pavement 
in a crouch, flipped back onto my hands and spring-kicked 
the door as hard as I could.  

It slammed shut, right onto the assassin’s wrist with 
a loud crack. 

Some blood spattered. The guy screamed pretty 
loud. But more importantly, he dropped the gun. 

It hit the pavement and bounced once. I slid over 
to grab it. 

By the time I’d spun around and got on my feet 
with the gun in my hands, the assassin had opened the 
door and gotten his broken arm inside the car before 
slamming the door shut. 

He revved the motor. The car jerked as he put it in 
drive. 

In a flash of a moment that seemed to last an hour, 
we made eye contact through the driver’s window. His 
angry glare told me I wasn’t on his Christmas card list. 

The car took off with a screech. I fired one shot 
towards the tires, but hit the fender instead. With all the 
people around, I figured more shots weren’t a good idea. 

Angry broken arm assassin dude was gone. 
The black haired kid was hyperventilating. I stood 

him up. “You okay?” 
He nodded. “Jesus… thanks.” 
“Think you can calm down and tell me what that 

was all about?” 
He looked at me and took a deep breath. “Why? 

Who are you? With moves like that, are you a cop or 
something?” 

“No, with moves like that I’m a dancer. But forget 
Baryshnikov, you can call me Wagstaff.” 

I removed the clip and opened up the gun. No 
sense in getting shot by overeager casino security.  Even 
after losing money. 
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A second gray Camry pulled up. This time it was 
my car, without any surprise passengers. 

The valet got out and looked at me confused. 
I handed him another two dollars. “I changed my 

mind, here, go park it again. And thanks for not shooting at 
me.” 

He shrugged and drove off. 
Two very large and angry looking goons came out 

of the casino and headed straight for Mr. Black Hair. One 
of them started dusting the kid off. The other asked if he 
was all right. 

“Yeah, yeah, fine. Thanks to this guy. Wagstaff.”  
He looked up a moment. “Really? Wagstaff?” 

“Yeah, really,” I answered. 
“You some sorta cop?” asked the slightly larger 

goon, frowning. 
“No, just an everyday superhero,” I answered. 
“I like a smartass,” he smiled. “Come on kid, we’ll 

take you inside and clean you up. You stick by us now.” 
They escorted Mr. Black Hair back inside just as 

two other toughs showed up, only these guys wore gray 
suits that matched the casino decor. They all exchanged 
niceties before the new toughs approached me. 

“Casino security,” one of them said. He flashed a 
badge. “I’ll need that gun for the police when they show 
up.” 

“Don’t worry, I’ll just win another one inside at the 
tables.” I handed it to him. He grabbed it with a 
handkerchief with the casino’s logo sewn onto it. “If you 
guys are casino security, who were those other two gorillas 
who took the kid away?” 

He snickered a bit. “You don’t know who that was? 
That was Alfie Palumbo, his father’s one of the owners of 
this place. Those were his bodyguards.” 

“His father owns this place?” I said with a growing 
smile as a straightened my jacket. “Well now, I’m thinking 
comps for life here, boys…” 
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“I recognize you,” he answered. “You’re Danny 
Ganis’ friend, right? I saw him with you in the sports 
book.” 

“Yeah, that’s me. I’m his old professor.” 
He shoved the gun into a large business envelope. 

“Well Professor, go tell Danny what you did, and he’ll be 
the one schooling you this time around.” 
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2. Wednesday Night 
 
 
 
 

“You have to be the luckiest sonofabitch I’ve ever 
met,” Danny said, leaning back in his big leather desk chair.  

“Not luck,” I answered. “Skill, dexterity, let’s not 
forget incredible bravery…. oh and of course, abnormally 
large genitals…” 

“They give you that low center of gravity so you 
can scurry around underneath rental cars and shoot at 
would be assassins, right?” 

“Something like that.” I sniffed. “So what else is 
special about this Alfie Palumbo besides that his dad owns 
this place?” 

Danny held a finger up with a “Wait until you see 
this!” face. He took an old copy of the casino’s magazine 
out of his desk, one of those promotional things they stick 
in every room. He opened it to an article in the middle and 
handed it to me. “Alfred Palumbo isn’t a gambler, he’s a 
hotshot art historian, appraiser, curator, all that crap. I told 
you we were putting in a small art gallery to compete with 
the one at the Bellagio, to have a classy attraction along 
with the usual Vegas stuff. Palumbo is the one in charge of 
doing it all.” 

I looked over the puff piece in the magazine. There 
he was, Alfie Palumbo, Mr. Black Hair, standing in front of 
some baroque era painting from my first glance. The 
caption read “Dr. Palumbo stands in front of the until-
recently lost Caravaggio work, The Massacre of The Innocents, 
which he helped to discover and authenticate.” 

“You and your synchronicities will love this,” 
Danny continued. “He’s from Rhode Island, like you. And 
that’s where you’re headed from here, right? Back home to 
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your college reunion thing? Read all about him and his 
family in the article, although we had to be very delicate 
when we wrote about his father Bobby.” 

That rang a bell. “Wait, his father is Bobby 
Palumbo?” I skimmed through the article to find anything 
about the father. “Does that mean his grandfather was 
Vincent Palumbo, the mob boss who ran Rhode Island 
when I was a kid?” 

“How do you think Bobby owns part of this 
casino?” 

It sank in a little. “Well, that explains those two 
gorillas who came and got him.” I paced a little. “Dr. 
Palumbo, art historian… he’s certainly pulled a Michael 
Corleone as far as his family is concerned. Well, young doe-
eyed army uniform at the big wedding scene Michael 
Corleone, anyway.  I wonder if getting shot at will make 
him go the full Michael Corleone. He’ll come out of the 
bathroom and start shooting people at the buffet.” 

Danny laughed. “I KNEW you’d bring up The 
Godfather! I knew you’d start following that one for your 
movie synchronicity shtick!” 

“Nobody saves a mob kid’s life in The Godfather,” I 
answered, thinking. “Richard Gere saves a mobster’s life to 
kick off The Cotton Club.  I hope I don’t find myself 
synchronizing that one, it was pretty disappointing.” 

“You’re always such a harsh critic,” Danny said. 
“Take that magazine with you and read about the guy. It’s 
pretty interesting how he found that painting. It’ll be cool 
when we have it here, a lot of museums wanted it. It’ll 
generate a lot of traffic.” 

My wheels were still turning. “There was a murder 
for hire scheme connected with the making of The Cotton 
Club,” I said. “Trial dragged on a long time, really screwed 
up Robert Evans’ career… ever see The Kid Stays In The 
Picture?” 

Danny shook his head. 
“Good movie, worth seeing, the book is good too, 

goes into a lot more of the dirt… I gotta think about all 
this. Something is definitely up. Of all the things to happen 

Jim Berkowitz
s
a
m
p
l
e



JIM BERKIN 

10 

right before I go back to Rhode Island for the first time in 
nearly twenty years… here I am saving Rhode Island 
royalty of a sort... and you know I don’t believe in 
coincidences.” 

Cut to Daffy Duck as Dorlock Holmes: “A clue!!!!” 
I managed a few hours of sleep before I had to 

quickly gather up my things and catch my Providence 
flight. I had Danny’s magazine as a decent starting point 
for the Alfie Palumbo story, but I did better once the plane 
got off the ground and the internet was available. 

It turned out that Alfie graduated from Rhode 
Island School of Design and headed off to Italy to study aht 
as we’d say back in New England. While he toured a bunch 
of old churches in some of the villages in the Southern 
Neapolitan, he came across an old monastery that went 
back a few hundred years.  One piece that caught his 
trained eye was a blackened old baroque thing hanging over 
a fireplace in the monks’ dining hall. No label on its beat 
up old frame, and no visible signature. It looked like 
Caravaggio or perhaps one of Caravaggio’s many imitators 
– Reni, Baglione, Manfredi… they all used similar patterns 
of light, especially the light and dark contrasts, the 
chiaroscuro.  

Alfie would need to get the painting cleaned up to 
identify it. Maybe there was a signature. Maybe an x-ray 
would reveal clues underneath, like test drawings or earlier 
attempts. 

I know a little about art history.  I was pretty sure 
Caravaggio never drew anything, he painted right onto the 
canvas. Pretty impressive, especially to a guy like me who 
can barely draw a stick figure. 

Alfie told the monks who he was and got a crack at 
researching through their records dating back to their 
founding during the Renaissance to find out when and 
where they’d acquired the painting.  

I followed a footnote to another linked article.  
Evidently, Alfie had traced the painting through a half a 
dozen different buyers going back hundreds of years. It’s 
amazing how many old records of churches and the like are 
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kept around, buried in dusty old archives over in Italy. Alfie 
tracked down the listing of its original commission, given 
to Caravaggio by some patron in a place that lit up my 
synchronicity alarm. 

A little village outside of Naples called Itri, Italy. 
Caravaggio had stopped there, briefly, while on the 

run from a murder charge in Rome. He’d end up in Malta. 
Whoever put him up and fed him for a few days would get 
paid with a painting, most often featuring biblical themes 
involving guilt and redemption. That made sense for The 
Massacre of the Innocents, when Herod learns of the prophecy 
that the true King of the Jews has been born, so he sends 
out the praetorian goon squad to kill all the babies but 
misses Jesus.   

It’s a story that certainly sounds familiar to every 
Jew at Passover. You thought only Hollywood “re-
imagined” stories and made new versions. The Gospel of 
Matthew did the same thing with the Moses story, except 
this time the baby’s in a manger and not in a basket on the 
Nile. 

Oh, but Itri, Italy… I knew it well.  
I grew up outside Providence in a town called 

Cranston. And practically every Italian family in Cranston 
originally came from Itri. They’re sister cities to this day. 

And that would include Vincent Palumbo, Alfie’s 
mafia grandpappy. 

That offered a possible explanation for Alfie being 
able to take the authenticated Caravaggio out of the 
monastery and bring it to his father’s casino in America 
after a short museum tour to appease the art snobs. It had 
to be worth millions. I figured dad must have made a big 
donation to the monk’s summer camp fund, or maybe the 
Abbott woke up next to Seabiscuit’s head. 

It was time to look up everything I could find on 
Bobby Palumbo. 

The attendant came by with my much-needed 
coffee.  There’s nothing quite like a five AM flight out of 
Vegas to make you feel like a zombie, but if you want to go 
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back east and have the rest of the day, there’s not a lot of 
choice. 

I spent most of the flight reading a lot of 
interesting material on the mob career and supposed 
retirement of Bobby Palumbo. But I really needed a nap. 
What started out as heavy internet research evolved into 
nothing more than a bunch of bookmarks for later. 

The attendant jostled me awake a few minutes 
before we landed at TF Green.  

I checked my phone to see if I’d gotten anything 
back from Rafik. Just a brief text – “Acknowledged, you’re 
on a project. Alerted our man in Boston, he’ll contact you 
at the university event unless you need otherwise. R.” 

Well, that covered me.  Now I could be anybody I 
needed to be from the portable assortment of paper 
credentials in my wallet. 

Rafik Tajerian runs our little enterprise. He had a 
long career working intelligence and then some psy-ops 
type stuff. He spun himself off into a para-government 
entity of sorts, totally off the books, that licenses nudniks 
like me to freelance our own investigations using whatever 
means work for us. 

Rafik tells me has no understanding of my Jungian 
pop culture synchronicities, but as long as I keep coming 
up Aces, he’ll consistently have my back. And that means 
creating the necessary paper and online trail for all sorts of 
fictional biographies and titles I can pull out of my 
collection and become whenever the need arises. Who 
should I be? Doctor? Lawyer? Engineer? Federal 
bureaucrat? Pope? 

Okay, not Pope. Still working on that one. I need 
the big hat to cover the Jewfro. 

It’s easy to pass for all those things when you can 
actually do all those things.  And I can, nearly all of the 
time.  Life’s too short to keep getting degrees to certify it, I 
always say. I prefer the “Rafik method.”  It’s certainly 
saved me from student loans. 

I moved my seat up as we came in for the landing. 
All along the way, I kept replaying various things through 
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my mind – The Godfather, The Kid Stays In The Picture, as 
much of The Cotton Club as I could remember – while trying 
to think if there was anything I might be missing. There are 
simply too many mafia movies and television shows to 
keep up with.  

I knew I had to be stuck in one of them. 
But there were so many… which made me think 

the keys to whatever was about to happen to me would 
also involve something else. 

Ah well.  I figured something else would turn up 
and remind me of it. It always works that way. 

I came out of the jetway and made my path 
through the terminal towards the escalators to baggage 
claim. I figured I’d pick up my rental car and drive up to 
Federal Hill for some lunch before getting to the hotel and 
the alumni wine and cheese party later that afternoon. All 
the mafia on my mind made me hungry for a good old 
fashioned red sauce place. 

And they are wall to wall in Rhode Island. Even the 
pancake houses will serve you veal parmigiana. Then I 
remembered…. maybe I’d save Federal Hill for later and 
treat myself to Mike’s Kitchen in that old VFW post near 
where I grew up. That was the best old school red sauce 
place in the state when I lived there. Good to see it was still 
around. 

I came off the escalator by a group of limo drivers 
holding up signs with names on them.  I couldn’t help but 
notice one with mine on it. 

Well, my project name, anyway. A monster of a 
pudgy faced goodfella dressed in a black suit held up a card 
that read PROFESSOR WAGSTAFF.  Never mind 
linebacker, this guy could be the whole defensive line. He 
oozed wiseguy all over – the black suit, the gray tie, the 
slicked back black hair and that big round Italian smilin’ 
face that looked like Giada De Laurentis on steroids. 

He was big enough to have swallowed Giada De 
Laurentis. I guess that should have made me jealous, in a 
way, since I’ve always wanted to do that. 

Cut To Jaye P. Morgan, gonging me… 
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So much for wondering how Bobby Palumbo 
would contact me. 

He called out to me as I looked at the sign. “Hey, 
you Wagstaff? You look like him!” 

I nodded. “How’d you know what I look like?” I 
asked. 

“Casino security video,” he said. He put out his 
hand for me to shake. “I’m Sal, I work for the kid’s dad. 
My boss wants to meet you, so he sent me to pick you up.” 

“I got a rental car to go get,” I answered. 
“Aw, don’t worry about that, we’ll take care of that 

later. C’mon, the boss said I gotta pick you up.” 
“I bet you’ve picked up a lot better at the strip bar 

down the street.” 
He laughed. “I bet I have!” He kept laughing and 

wiped his eyes a bit. “That kid you know at the casino, 
Danny, he said you were a ball buster. He wasn’t kiddin’!” 

I smiled at Sal. How could I not? He started to 
remind me of Magilla Gorilla with that dopey grin. “Okay, 
I gotta get my bags first, or do we take care of those later 
too?” 

“No, no, no, I’ll get your bag, don’t worry. And 
after you talk with the boss, I can drive you back here and 
you can pick up your car, if you want. The boss put me at 
your disposal.” 

“Well, as long as the boss doesn’t dispose of me, I 
guess it’ll be fine. Let’s get going.” 

He laughed. “Yeah! A ball buster!” 
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3. Thursday Morning 
 
 
 
 
Sal led me outside to a shiny black Mercedes. He 

put my bags in the trunk and opened up the door to the 
backseat. 

“You don’t have to play chauffeur Sal,” I said. “I’ll 
ride shotgun.” 

“There’s a bar in the back,” he said with a smile. 
“Thanks. It’s a little early in the day, and I’m still on 

west coast time. I know it’s five o’clock somewhere, but I’ll 
pass.” 

He shrugged and I got in the front. He hit his horn 
as he cut someone off and drove out of the airport. A born 
Rhode Island driver, for sure. 

“So how’d you do in Vegas?” He asked.  
“Ehh, “ I answered as he pulled onto I-95. “I think 

I barely broke even. It was just a quick stop before coming 
here anyway. And I’ll make the same quick stop on the way 
back to Los Angeles, only this time I think I’ll do my 
research better on the games I bet.” 

“You betting lines? I figured you for maybe a poker 
player, being a professor and all. Unless you’re a math guy 
and you’re trying to beat the craps tables.” 

“Naw. I’ll bet football when I can, and some other 
sports. Mostly I’ll bet horse tracks, and I can do that 
outside of Vegas to stay sharp. Wasn’t too sharp this time.” 

“I’ll play the tracks sometimes. I go out to Vegas 
every now and then,” he said. “I like playing blackjack, it’s 
the only one of those things I can ever win at. At someone 
else’s casino, of course! If I won too much from the boss, I 
might get shit for it. But mostly I’m there on business. A 
lotta times I’m the messenger boy, you know, courier, with 
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paperwork and other shit that goes between here and the 
casino.” 

I thought about that a moment while looking out 
the window. He veered left onto Route 4 south. “Where 
are we headed anyway?” 

“East Greenwich. We’re going to the boss’ house, 
not the office.” 

“Nice neighborhood,” I said. 
“Yeah, it’s nice and quiet. Where you can hear all 

the crickets at night, you know? I like the old 
neighborhood myself, I still live there,” Sal smiled.  

“So you bring business back and forth with you in 
person, huh?” I asked. “I’m assuming that means the boss 
doesn’t trust the post office or FedEx or whoever to keep 
his packages from, let’s say, curious eyes both 
governmental and…. oh…. I’ll call them the 
‘competition’?” 

“You catch on fast, Professor,” he answered.  
“I read up on Palumbo,” I said. “Everything I 

found said he retired from the old days after he got out of 
the lockup a dozen years ago or so and is basically a legit 
casino operator now.” 

Sal chuckled a little. “Well, I guess old habits die 
hard.” He sniffed. “Hey, word of advice, don’t bring up the 
prison stuff in front of him, he might get pissed off.” 

“How about if I just refer to it as being back from 
vacation?” 

Sal laughed. “That’s good, that’s very Buddy Cianci. 
He’ll like that.” He smiled at me. “You’re definitely from 
here, I can tell.” 

“I haven’t lived here in years, but all the Rhode 
Island is coming back to me. It’s like a riding a corrupt 
bicycle, you never forget.” 

He turned onto a winding narrow road that headed 
deep into the woodsier part of East Greenwich, one of the 
upscale near-the-beach suburbs of Providence that people 
moved to for the schools once they could afford it.  

Not surprisingly, Palumbo lived in a huge mansion 
behind some big imposing locked gates. I wouldn’t have 
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been surprised if the surrounding woods were patrolled by 
a private security force ready to keep the Johnny Olas of 
the world from machine gunning up his bedroom one 
night. 

After all, that would drown out the crickets. 
The gate opened and we drove up the hill to the 

front of the house. 
Sal pulled into a large circular driveway and parked 

in front of the front steps. Bobby Palumbo waited along 
with another bodyguard. He stood a couple of inches taller 
than me, maybe almost six feet. He looked in pretty decent 
shape for a guy in his early sixties who had done some 
prison time. It certainly didn’t knock his weight down or 
make a thick head of white hair fall out.  

I tried to think of which mob movie actor he 
reminded me of.  I flipped through my photographic 
memories of every Coppola and Scorsese actor I could 
think of when all of a sudden it hit me that except for the 
head of white hair, he looked almost exactly like Peter Falk. 

When I got out of the car, Bobby came over and 
locked his arms around me in a bear hug. “There he is! 
There he is!” He shouted with a smile. “There’s the 
wonderful sonofabitch who saved my boy!” 

I managed to say “Hey, no problem,” before he 
crushed the breath out of me. Bobby finally unclenched me 
and shook my hand instead. 

He suddenly got a little sheepish. “Oh hey, don’t 
take it wrong I called ya a sonofabitch…” 

I smiled. “It’s all right, I’ve been called plenty 
worse.” 

Sal chimed in. “Hey boss, he’s from here! He gets 
it! And he’s a ball buster!” 

“Oh yeah?” Bobby asked. “I had the guys look you 
up. I thought you were from Los Angeles. We wondered 
why you were coming to Rhode Island.” 

“I live in California now,” I answered. “But I grew 
up in Cranston.” 

“Cranston?” Bobby said with a smile. “My cousin 
Frankie lives there! Cranston, oh sure. Sallie, no wonder he 
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gets it all. Hey, come on in, I’ll show you around, we can 
have some lunch, I wanna give you a proper thanks for 
what you did. I sent some guys to your room in the casino 
to take care of all sorts of comps for you, but you’d already 
taken off.” 

“Oh really? You did that? Thanks for that, sorry I 
missed it. I had to catch my plane here,” I answered. “I 
came back here for a bunch of alumni stuff this weekend 
up at Brown.” 

“Brown? Oh, a smart guy, a smart guy. Fuckin’ Ivy 
League. You’ll appreciate all the stuff I got here, come on, 
I’ll show you.” 

He led me inside while Sal followed.  
A nice house?  I don’t know, I suppose it depends 

if you like beautifully decorated mansions. The design 
featured a huge curving staircase leading upstairs from the 
front foyer, something right out of Tara in Gone With The 
Wind. Super high ceilings with lots of open space – off to 
one side lay a nice contemporary living room, and off to 
another side looked like some sort of den loaded with 
antique furniture, vases, and paintings all over the wall. 

Behind the staircase lay a pair of corridors that led 
off into what turned out to be numerous rooms. 

I ambled towards the den to get a better look.  
“Look at that, Sallie, he heads right for the art! No 

wonder he saved Alfie!” 
“All that stuff in there is collectable, I take it?” I 

asked. 
“You bet,” Bobby answered. “All that restoration 

French furniture, the European and the Chinese vases, and 
every painting on the wall… all the real deal, all of it 
authenticated by my Alfredo.” He put his arm around my 
shoulders and yanked me close to him. “And all of it legit. 
Don’t ever forget that.” 

That line told me he’d checked me out a little, or at 
least assumed I’d read about his past. That thing that had 
sent him “on vacation” as Buddy Cianci would put it was 
his involvement in a multimillion dollar art heist in Boston 
back in the late 1980s. The stuff was stolen and held for 

Jim Berkowitz
s
a
m
p
l
e

Jim Berkowitz




WAGSTAFF & MEATBALLS 

19 

ransom, hidden in a barn up in Scituate, Rhode Island.  
When it all played out, a couple of the know-nothing goons 
following the orders or more likely, not following the 
orders got into a shootout with the feds that culminated in 
them and two of the stolen paintings, a Delacroix and a 
Rembrandt, getting burned up along with the barn because 
they’d never removed some old chemical fertilizer in the 
place before stashing the goods there. All it took was a 
stray bullet or the flash of a tear gas canister or whatever to 
ignite some old hay and then ka-pow, farewell to the old 
masters. 

The feds suspected but couldn’t prove Palumbo 
had organized the entire thing.  One of the two fried goons 
had been a soldier of his, but Palumbo denied everything 
and claimed the guy had gone rogue. That wasn’t enough 
for the jury, and they bought one count of conspiracy while 
rejecting the other fifty-odd charges the feds threw at him 
hoping something would stick. Getting ANY sort of a 
conviction is a miracle in Rhode Island, so the feds quit 
while they were ahead, and Bobby got sent up for several 
years. 

I looked at the mini art museum in that den and 
thought about his son.  

I knew what stuck to Bobby Palumbo, and it wasn’t 
a conviction. It was the black stain from the fire that 
destroyed two masterpieces.  

It was the stench of thinking how everyone saw 
you only as an uncultured ignorant thug whose world never 
went beyond dollars and cents, like the desperation of Al 
Pacino and the mobsters in Donnie Brasco who bust open 
parking meters to steal the change inside. 

I bet he wanted that stench off of him and his 
expensive clothes.  

I bet he put his kid through RISD as a form of dry 
cleaning. Good old Italian Catholic penance. 

It was all in the way he said “legit.” 
So I figured he knew that I knew about him. 
Cut to Ralph Kramden: He knew that I knew that 

he knew that I knew…. 
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I played it a little innocent. “Do you have art like 
that all over the house, or do you like to have your own 
mini-museum of sorts?” 

“I got it all over,” he said. “Alfie picks it out, a way 
of paying back his old man for ponying up the jing to pay 
for all his degrees. Come on, I’ll show you.” 

He gave me a guided tour to the place – a music 
room filled with modern sculpture around a Steinway that 
no one seemed to be playing – a game room with a giant 
flatscreen, pool table and wet bar – his own private 
screening room with about two dozen seats – flower 
gardens and a pool, with grounds that looked like they 
went on forever into the East Greenwich hills. “Hey 
Professor, if you like golf, I got my own three hole course 
back here.” 

“You know, I think the only time I’ve been to a 
house with its own private golf course was when I went to 
the Bob Hope estate sale,” I said. 

“Bob Hope,” Bobby nodded. “Class act!” 
He led me back inside, and he wasn’t kidding about 

his art collection. He had pieces and paintings all over the 
place. I’d heard of the artists, but not of the pieces 
themselves. I’ll give him credit, he’d talk about his 
collection aesthetically, not just like they were commodities.  
We stood before a portrait of some eighteenth century 
British nobleman standing next to his horse. I looked 
closely at the signature. “Oh, George Knapton. British 
portrait painter of rich guys. Not quite Gainsborough, but 
similar.” 

“Hey, you know your shit,” Palumbo said. “I like 
this one, I told Alfie I like the idea that in history, 
important men would have the best horses and want to put 
them in their official portraits. So he found me this.” 

“Remind me to be painted next to the horse who 
wins me a pick 6 at Santa Anita,” I said. 

“Alfie told me this one also has Italian influence. 
He explained it to me, but I’m not sure I get it. But I like 
the Italian part, I’ll take his word for it, that was good 
enough for me.” 
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“Did you bring Alfie back here, put him under 
guard or anything?” I asked. “The assassin got away. You 
don’t think they’ll try again?” 

“I wanted to talk about that with you,” he 
answered. “The kid’s fine, he’s not here. Probably too 
dangerous here, so I got him staying with some friends out 
west. Once I can settle things here, I’m hoping to meet up 
with him in Vegas next week.” 

Settle things here? Great, I thought, cut to 
Clemenza, we’re going to the mattresses…. 

We walked by the entrance to the kitchen. I took a 
step inside to get a look.  It distracted me from the 
thoughts of the possible mob war I’d waltzed myself into. 
Never mind his antiques or the den or even the screening 
room for this film geek – THIS was the highlight. It looked 
like a professional’s kitchen – the counters went all around, 
there were two large prep islands, a giant spice rack, a top 
of the line gas range and indoor grill – and I spotted a brick 
pizza oven built into one corner. “This is nice,” I said. 
“Jeesh, I could cook anything in here.” 

“Don’t worry, the cook’ll take care of everything. 
While lunch is made, I wanted to talk a little with you. You 
took off from Vegas so fast, I didn’t get a chance to do 
anything for you to show you my appreciation.” 

“It’s fine, really. I did what any man would’ve 
done.” 

“Aw, listen to that, Sallie! He’s Mr. Humility!” 
Bobby put his arm around me and yanked me close again. 
“I also want to talk a little business with you. I heard about 
you from that kid Danny. He’s a good kid. He talked you 
up a lot, all those magical investigation skills and how 
quickly you figure all sorts of weird shit out by pretending 
you’re in movies or whatever the fuck it was. I liked that! 
It’s fucked up! I think you can do some stuff for me on this 
whole thing with my son.” 

Well, I saw the pizza oven I’d wind up inside of if I 
said no. 
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4. Thursday Lunch 
 
 
 
 
“I want you to help me find out who ordered the 

hit on my kid,” Bobby said. “I mean, I got my own ideas, 
but I don’t want to go after the wrong guy and create a 
whole shitstorm.  You’d be better at figuring it out since 
nobody knows who you are.” 

“The assassin would recognize me. He got a good 
look at me,” I answered.  

“And you got a good look at him. I saw the security 
video. We couldn’t get his face from it. But you fucked up 
his arm real good.  He wants to see you again. He wants to 
see you again real bad! If he’s a guy who also works Rhode 
Island, he’ll want to come back here for you, especially if 
he knows you’re with me.” 

“How can I ever thank you?” I said. 
“Aw, don’t bust balls! This way you can be looking 

for him with Sallie at your back. Mickey over there can help 
work this too. You find that bastard and work your way up 
the food chain, I’ll take care of the rest.” 

I looked at him for a moment.  Then I glanced over 
at Mickey who just stared and said nothing. Finally I looked 
towards Sal. “How much did Danny tell you about how I 
work or how I do things?” 

Sal sniffed.  “He told me about the movie thing and 
how you string things together or something. He also told 
me you can pretend to be anyone you want and get in 
anywhere, with whatever credentials you need, and you’re 
basically some sort of freelancer who the Feds can’t even 
fuck with sometimes.” 

“I liked that last part a lot,” Bobby said, pointing at 
me. 
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“Yeah, that’s basically it. Hey look, honestly, the 
way I work means I follow along where events and signs 
take me.  I wound up saving Alfie after what looked like a 
coincidence happened, our cars being identical. But I don’t 
believe in coincidences, I think those kinds of things are 
the stuff to be strung together. And in my experience, they 
lead me to some pretty big things. But I can’t dictate the 
clock on it. You said you wanted this wrapped up by next 
week, I can’t guarantee that timetable since I have no idea 
where this is gonna lead me. And I’ll tell you something 
else, I’d be following this even if you hadn’t asked me since 
everything that’s been happening so far fits various 
synchronicities I can follow.” 

Bobby took a breath to process all of that. “So 
you’ll look into this but it might take longer?” 

“It might, yeah. I’m not sure. I have to do it right.  
And you’ll need to be prepared for where it might lead.” 

“Do it right? What does that mean?” 
“It means I’ll work legally and turn this guy over to 

the cops.  And that’ll have to be the way with anything and 
anyone else that works their way into this. I’m not above 
the law, I can’t really act outside of it.”  I leaned in closer to 
him. “Of course, if I decide someone is so dirty that I don’t 
care about some Rhode Island-style frontier justice 
happening, and then, purely by accident, I mistakenly butt 
dial Sallie and he overhears stuff he shouldn’t and he tells 
you, well, there’s nothing anyone can do there, you know? 
That way I can continue to keep getting my credentials, and 
I’m sure you have your sources within the cops or even the 
feds for whatever you want to do after that. Your call. But 
at that point, I’m out. Deal?” 

Sal chuckled. “Fuck man, this guy’s from the 
neighborhood all right!” 

That’s me, the guy from the neighborhood, who 
really wanted to get out of that house without my dick cut 
off and shoved down my throat. I’m funny that way. 

Bobby thought about it a moment and nodded, 
then looked over towards Sal who also nodded.   
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Then they both looked over at silent Mickey and all 
three of them nodded.  

It was like Sicilian Dragnet.   
“Might still be a shitstorm. Nobody knows what 

‘retired’ means. Put Sallie on your speed buttdial, Professor. 
I want to get the bastard who went after my only son, but I 
don’t want to start a war.” 

“I’ll need some leads from you,” I answered. 
“Everything I remember about who’s who in wiseguyland 
is about a generation out of date.  That reminds me, I gotta 
be able to speak honestly in front of you and call it as I see 
it. I don’t mean any disrespect, but I’ll make a lot of jokes 
about your whole thing, here. It’s just how I am.” 

Sal chimed in. “He is, boss. He’s a ball buster!” 
“Try to think of it like the way Don Rickles used to 

joke with Frank Sinatra on Johnny Carson,” I said. 
“Yeah, you remind me of Rickles,” Bobby said, not 

even realizing how much of a compliment I took that for. 
“Tell you what, if I get to be Sinatra, you can say whatever 
the fuck you want!” 

I leaned towards Bobby. “In that case, Mario 
Maggonazzo got hurt, two bullets in the head Tuesday. 
And Bambino Bombazzo says the cement will get here by 
tomorrow night.”  Sal started his one-man laugh track and 
Bobby smiled, so I kept going. “I’m glad you’re laughing 
Sal, because I told that joke to one of you guys a week ago, 
and now I can’t find my Aunt Minnie in Brooklyn.” 

Bobbie threw his arm around my neck and it scared 
me for a second until he said with a laugh “You think I’d 
hurt your Aunt Minnie in Brooklyn, you ball buster?” Then 
he patted my cheek. “This guy’s a fuckin’ riot!” 

Jeez, where were these two when I thought about 
doing stand up? 

Probably in the alley out back of the comedy club, 
beating the shit out of someone who owed them money.  

I looked at Bobby. “Thanks. In the meantime, I 
was thinking. You said you wanted to show appreciation to 
me in Vegas, I got an idea how to do that right now. I got a 
look at that kitchen and it looks amazing. I would love to 
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cook in that kitchen. Give your cook the day off and let me 
make lunch for all of us. You’ll see, I make it better than 
any restaurant I’ve been to, except the ones in Rome.” 

Sal started laughing. “You kidding around again?” 
“No,” I shook my head. “I’m a gourmet cook.  

Remember? I can pretend to do anything whenever I’m 
working a project.  I’ve been a chef.  For real! Seriously, 
cooking helps me think. Hang out with me in the kitchen 
while I do it, we can chat while I’m making lunch, have a 
little wine, it’ll be fine. Trust me, I’m a Jew with an Italian 
soul.” 

Bobby shrugged. “Okay, rabbi goombahstein.  
We’ll see how you do.” 

Bobby and Sallie sat on stools at one of the prep 
islands.  

I found a cutting board and got an onion and a big 
carrot out of the refrigerator. I also grabbed an open carton 
of chicken broth from the top shelf.  Then I took a bulb of 
garlic from a bunch hanging in a bag near a spice rack.  
“Which one of these is the pantry? I want a big can of 
tomatoes.” 

“You think you can make gravy, huh?” Bobby 
smiled as he pointed. “That one.” 

“Not a real gravy, but a good quick marinara. I saw 
some sausages in the ‘fridge, you saving them for dinner, or 
can I use them? I’ll make a Bolognese of sorts.” 

“All yours.” 
I grabbed a can of tomatoes. “Ah, the big yellow 

can of Pastene’s… San Marzanos… you don’t see this 
brand on the west coast. I remember back when I was a 
bagboy at Almacs I’d be packing up tons of these for every 
Italian grandmother who came in to the place.” 

“Almacs?” Sal said. “You must be almost as old as 
I am.” 

“I stay youthful by being a pervert and drinking a 
lot. And that reminds me, you got a red wine you like I can 
use?” I asked. 

“I got a lot of red wine I like,” Bobby answered. He 
looked towards Mr. Silent who’d been following us ever 
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since I got in the place. “Mickey, go get a couple of bottles 
of the Nero from the cellar.” 

I’d finished peeling a bunch of the garlic cloves and 
had put about a quarter cup of olive oil in a decent sized 
pot.  “I like Nero, good Sicilian red… good with pasta and 
meatballs, sausage… it’s really too bad Nero stabbed 
himself like that. What an artist the world lost…” I picked 
out a rather large butcher knife from the rack on the 
counter. “Glad to see they cleaned this after its last job. 
Hey Sal, watch this, I’m gonna OJ this carrot.” 

Sal laughed and laughed. “I told ya boss, he’s a ball 
buster! A ball buster!” The more he laughed, the more I 
liked him. I stopped wondering about whatever he’d done 
and to whom. I liked having my own private laugh track. 

“C’mere Sal, learn something. You never know, you 
might have to cook for twenty guys someday!” I said in my 
best Clemenza voice. 

“You gonna quote that whole movie to me?” 
Bobby said. “The kid, Danny, he told my people how you 
know every movie and TV show backwards and forwards.” 

“I probably could quote that whole movie, I’ve 
seen it enough times. But I’m making this differently than 
Clemenza. It’ll still be good, it’ll make you just as fat as him 
if you let it.”  I stirred the onion and carrot in the oil. It’d 
take longer than the garlic to cook. “The carrot’s a good 
trick, it adds sweetness, cuts the acid of the tomatoes, even 
when you use top of the line pomodori like these. I like using 
it better than sugar.” 

“You should write a movie, you’re a funny guy,” Sal 
said. 

“I wrote a kid’s adventure book, still trying to get it 
published, actually,” I answered. 

“You’re shitting me!” Sal said. “With your filthy 
mouth? A kid’s book?” 

“You’d like it, Sal. It’s called Green Eggs and Brass 
Knuckles. I’ll fuck you up, Sam-I-Am. I’ll fuck you on a 
train, I’ll fuck you in the brain…” 

Sal cracked up again. “I know a guy who reads like 
that to his kids when his wife ain’t around!” 
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Mickey returned with the wine, and opened one. 
After Bobby took a taste and approved, we all got glasses.  

I took a sip and tasted the magic. “Hey, this stuff’s 
great,” I said. I tried to get a look at the label. “What is it?” 

“Small winery I own with some associates. I had 
some when I visited Naples and Itri and I couldn’t go 
home without making a deal to get a stake in the place. 
They ship me all I want now.” 

Ah, grapes fertilized with whoever objected to the 
deal, I’m sure. That must be the secret to its mysterious 
finish on the palate. 

Cut to Robert Parker: “Subtle, yet bold with hints 
of black currant, oak, and homicide….” 

I drank some more wine. “Your kid’s purely a 
civilian,” I said. “So I’d assume whoever is going after him 
to get to you is on some sort of personal vendetta, revenge, 
whatever. Otherwise there’s no reason to involve Alfie.” 

“You’ve been watching too many of those fucking 
movies,” Bobby said taking a sip of wine. “Nobody does 
that old school bullshit anymore, they come after you 
however they can. And they don’t care who they waste.  I 
got my suspicions.  Like DiCraco.” 

 “Who’s that?” I said. 
“Joey DiCraco,” Bobby answered. “I gave him a lot 

of things to run when I retired. But I don’t trust him. He’s 
a little too ambitious.” 

I took another sip and gave the onions a stir. 
“What kinds of current business interests do you have that 
he’d want? And what do you think he’d think he could get 
through threats like this? 

“I don’t know. That’s where you come in.” 
I poured myself more wine. “Okay, I’ll check him 

out, but I gotta admit I’m skeptical. Let me know who his 
lawyer is or some kind of channel like that, that’ll be my 
best angle to check him out without a lot of hoopla. But I 
want to follow my gut instincts too.” 

“How?” Bobby asked. 
“Wait one sec, I gotta do the tomatoes now, this 

stuff is almost ready.” I dumped the can of tomatoes into a 
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bowl and crushed them into a puree with my hands. I 
wiped off with a towel and stuffed a piece of bread into my 
mouth before picking up the bowl and doing my best 
growly Marlon Brando impression for Sal. “Look how they 
massacred my boy!” 

And he laughed his ass off again. I was thinking of 
hiring him away from Palumbo. 

I added some red pepper flakes.  Next, the garlic 
went in until I could smell it cooking. Then I added equal 
amounts of the wine and chicken broth, maybe about a cup 
total, and reduced it on simmer by at least half. Then the 
tomatoes joined the party and I brought it back to a boil 
before adding some salt. I’d finish it with some basil at the 
end. 

I threw a lid on the pot and put it down to a 
simmer. “Awright!” I exclaimed before taking another long 
swig of the wine in my glass. “Always drink when you 
cook. Makes everything better.” I started the water for the 
box of penne I’d found in the pantry and grabbed a few 
sausages from the refrigerator. “I want you to think long 
and hard about any, and I mean any, let’s call them loose-
ends enemies out there you might have. Anyone in your 
entire life still out there who could feel like you screwed 
them over, or anyone you really did screw over, makes no 
difference. Anyone who’d get the money together to hire a 
pro, albeit a clumsy one.” 

“You’re asking for my entire biography?” Bobby 
asked. “You think I trust you that much?” 

“No, no, no, “ I answered. “Tell you what, after we 
eat, you and your guys here go off and huddle somewhere 
in this place, away from me, and brainstorm as many names 
and reasons as you can. Don’t edit anything, I don’t care 
how stupid any of the might sound. Write them up and let 
me look at the list. I’ll know what I’m looking for when I 
see it.” 

“Yeah? How will you know?” 
“Remember how I work? I’ll know which one fits 

the Jungian narrative that I’ve identified is at work here. I’ll 
just know. At some point.” 
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He thought about it a minute. “You know, you’re 
fucking crazy, but I like you. I’ll do it, but only if your 
sauce is good,” he said with a smile. 

“Deal!” I put the sausages on the cutting board.  “I 
took the sweet ones, not the spicy ones,” I said. “Hey Sal, 
when you hit on girls, do you tell ‘em you got the sweet or 
the spicy Italian sausage? Probably depends on how much 
you’ve been drinking, am I right?” 

Most. Obvious. Joke. EVER. And Sal still laughed 
hysterically. 

“He’s a good audience for you,” Bobby said.  
Mickey smiled and said nothing. 
What better way to kick off a Rhode Island 

vacation than by bonding with a pack of mobsters over 
pasta, sausage and dick jokes? 

Oh yeah, right, I forgot the wine. I took another 
sip. I slit open the sausage casings and squeezed the raw 
innards into another pan with a little olive oil and wine. 
Browned it up and added it all to the tomato sauce. 
Drained the pasta and added it to the sauce to finish it, 
smoothed it out with a little reserved pasta water, tossed it 
all together and shoveled it into four bowls with a little 
chopped basil garnish. 

I raised my wine glass. “There it is boys, andiamo a 
mangiare la pasta Ebreo!” 

Sal cracked up again. 
“Hey Sal, you can tell it’s Jew pasta because the tips 

are cut off of the penne.” 
“Stop man, you’re killing me!” He kept laughing.  
I wanted to take him home like a lost puppy, just to 

feed my ego. 
In the meantime, I was feeding them. I took a taste 

and it tasted familiar to me since I make the stuff all the 
time. I have to admit I was dieing to know how my 
audience felt. 

Bobby took a small bite with a skeptical eye. When 
a look of total surprise passed over his face and he 
shoveled a bunch more into his mouth, I knew I’d scored. 
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He barely finished swallowing when he said “Hey, this is 
really good! Jesus, you really are a chef!” 

Sallie and Mickey had dutifully waited for the boss 
before digging in themselves. They both nodded in 
approval. 

“Thank you all,” I said. “That’s the kind of 
appreciation I like to be shown.” I took another bite. 

“A deal’s a deal, I’ll make you that list,” Bobby said 
after swallowing a big mouthful. “But you start with 
DiCraco.” 

We finished lunch and they brought me to an 
impressive library.  

“Hang out in here, Professor. You can browse 
some of my collection while me and the boys put that list 
together for you. Back in a few.” Bobbie, Sallie and Mickey 
stepped outside. 

I looked around and picked out what looked like a 
nice book on Renaissance art, something I figured Alfie left 
there and might push a synchronicity button or two. 

I stood there for a little while leafing through it 
forgetting my surroundings long enough not to notice that 
someone else had entered the room. 

Suddenly this someone spun me around and 
planted a very long, deep and wet kiss on my mouth. 

I really hoped it was the cook thanking me for 
saving them all that work, but it turned out to be much 
more dangerous when she finally let go of my lips and 
pulled away. 

“That’s for saving my big brother’s life,” she said. 
Uh oh. 
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