Right is Right

By Gabriel Cohen

[Thefollowing story wasoriginally published in the anthology Hard
Boiled Brooklyn, edited by Reed Farrel Coleman, Bleak House Books, 2006)

Down in the basement, it took the repairman ten seconds to figure out
what waswrong with the washing machine, and two minutes to make it worse.

A scrap of towel waswrapped around the base of the central agitator.
That wasthe only problem, but the man cocked his head and listened for the
lady of the house, who wasgabbing away on the phone upstairs. He pulled out a
screwdriver, opened the back of the machine, and removed the motor.

Upstairsin the attic, | watched on a surveillance monitor ashe stuffed the
part into histoolbox. | guessed that he would takeit out to histruck, exchange it
for aburnt-out one, then sell the woman her own motor back asa replacement.
The housewasan old brownstone; he@ figurethat she could afford it. | grinned
as| pantomimed casting afishing rod, then reeled it in. OBom boom boom,Ol sang
to myself, Canothe onebitesthedust.O

A couple of minutes later | turned toward the monitor that covered the
front hall and watched asthe lady of the house, my partner from Consumer
Affairs, paid the repairman and got him to sign the bill. The guy wasbasically
autographing his own warrant, but we couldn®bust him now; we didn®want
word to get out about our little operation.

A moment later, ElenaVazquez appeared in the doorway of our chilly
attic office. OWdl, that onewasareal dirtbag.O

| nodded.

OHow @ | do?Oshe said. )

OYou weregreat. A real Meryl Streep.O

| watched the woman register my complete lack of enthusiasm. She
evidently decided to shrug it off. .

The hell with it, | thought. Shed been frosty with me from the get-go.
Spending time alone in the house the way we@® had to for the past three days, |
could see why she might want to maintain a bit of distance, but | could have
reassured her. She wasn®@my type.

* % %

Later, after shewent home, my boss dropped by. NYPD Detective
Sergeant Harry Weinstein glanced at thelog: fivevisitsfor the day, two dirty
repairmen caught on tape.

ONice job,Ohe said, picking up a copy of the Yellow Pages. Of you can
maintain your cover, we® work thisfor every appliance guy in here. Maybewe
can even move on to plumbers.O

OGee whiz,0l replied. OHow about chimney sweeps’7O

Harry raised an eyebrow. OYou being sarcastic?0

OYou got me going after washing machinereparmen, Harry. | wasmaking
Mob cases.O
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My boss shrugged. Ot@ not my fault you got into that mess.O
OWhat do you think | should have done?0 .
~ Oldon@know, Frank. I think you should be glad you®e still working at
all.O
| bit my tongue at that, counted to ten like they had taught mein the
mandatory anger management class.

* % %

OHow long you been with Consumer Affairs?0l asked Vazquez aswe
sipped our takeout coffee the next morning.

OThreeyears.O )

OYou ever work a sting before?0

ONo. Have you?0

ORenty. You®e never done one?0

Shejust stared at mein her irritatingly patient way. o

_ 0%, how@ you get on thisjob?0I continued. ONo offenseN 1Gn sure

you@e qualified and allON )

She stood up. Olhave to go down and reset the towel.O

* % %

In the middle of the afternoon we had some downtime betw een repair
visits. Thewoman read the paper asif it wasthe most interesting thing in the
world. Far moreinteresting than chewing the fat with ole Frank Monte.

Suit yoursdf, babe | turned on theradio, cranked up a Jets game, waited to
seeif she@d have the nerve to ask meto turn it down.

* % %

During the next appointment, | watched on the monitor as she let the
repairmanin, did her housewife act. She wasconvincing, | had to give her that.

| bumped up the magnification. Actually, she wash®a bad looking
woman. Niceolive skin, pretty brown hair, though she alwaysworeit up. A cute
little nose, itstip shining under the hall light like a pearl onion. Not much in the
cleavage department, thoughN or so | guessed. | had to; she dressed like a nun.

| scoffed at myself: | wassupposed to be watching therepar guy. Thisone
wasageezer in abelted jumpsuit, alittle old papi. The Mexicans dominated the
streets on the west side of nearby Sunset Park. On the east, it was Chinese.

Brooklyn, abroad flat plain covered with tribes.

* % %

When shereturned to the attic, the woman looked troubled.
OWhat@the matter?0l said.

ONothing. | just felt kind of sorry for that guy.O

OWrat areyou talking about?0

Oldon®know. He seemed so nice.O
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| snorted. OreahN that wasreal charming the way he made up that crap
about the burnt-out drive shaft.O .

OMaybe he wouldn®have done thisif we didn®@give him the
opportunity.O

| shook my head. OThisisnot entrapment. All you say is, @anyou check
out the machine?CH e goes downstairs. If he@ honest, he comes up honest. If he@
dirty, he comes up with dirt on hisface.0

Ot@that simple?0

ORght isright. Wrong iswrong. What else can | say?0

* % %

Therepairmen kept coming. The dishonest ones had different techniques.
One attached a burnt piece of wireto the selector switch, another cut the motor
belt. One bold basard just whacked the motor with awrench.

Visit No. 27 brought unexpected trouble.

| watched asmy partner asked about the problem.

Olalready fixed it,Othe guy replied. Not a big man, but he had the beefy,
bloated look of aloser who relied on steroidsto impress hisbuddies at the gym.
Hetook a step forward. Olhope your husband appreciates what a fine-looking
woman he@ got here.O )

OWhat do | owe you?0Vazquez said quickly.

OHow about alittle kiss?20The repairman moved forward, crowding her
against the washing machine.

O%it,Ol muttered, hoping | could get to the basement before some real
unpleasantness went down.

| found Vazquez standing above the repairman, who knelt on the floor,
clutching hisgroin.

Sheturned. OThisisarepairman, honey. He had alittle accident.O

After the guy left and we tromped badk up to the attic, | gave my partner a
new look of appraisal. Not only had she taken care of herself, she@ managed to
maintain our cover. | thought of the repairman@ stunned face and had to grin.
OThey teach you moves like that in Consumer Affairs?0

Vazquez picked up some paperwork, shrugged like nothing much had
happened. OThey taught me moves like that growing up in East New York.O

* % %

| wasin a cheery mood the next morning. Why?Who knew?Maybe it was
the excellent breakfast special 1@ discovered at adiner around the corner.

OHey, Looocy,Ol called out as| walked into the attic. OWtere@ Little
Rickie?0

Vazquez scowled up at me. Ob that supposed to be amusing?0

| stopped short.

She shook her head. OYou think that® funny, putting down Latin-
Americanslike that?0

ONp, Ol said, actually blushing. Oldidn®meantN

Elena grinned. ORelax, Frank. | wasjust kidding.O

| blinked, and then | grinned too. OYou were kidding? Well, dright.O
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* % %

Near the end of the day, | stood by thewindow and watched another
repairman stroll off down the front walk. | turned asElenareached the attic.

OGQean asa whistle,Oshe said. )

| shrugged. OWhaddaya gonna do?0
. She glanced at the clock we had installed above one of the attic beams.
Olookslikethat@it for the day.OShe put some thingsin her purse, stood up, and
took her coat off a chair.

| cleared my throat. OHey, listen, you wanna get a beer before we head
back?| know an okay place over on Fourth AvenueEO

Shesighed. OThanks, but | haveto get home.O

OAh, cnon,Ol said. OWeve had along day. Don@you need to unwind a
little?O

OMy husband@expectingme.O )

My eyeswidened alittle; | couldn®@help it. GHusband? You never said
anything about a husband.O )

OWasl supposed to? What about this?20She held up her left hand and its
bright gold ring. . )

| sat back in my chair. Oldunno. | figured that waspart of your cover.O

She shook her head. She turned just before shereached the door. OWee
you ever married?0 . N

| busied myself turning off the equipment. ONah. |@e come close once or
twice, but | don®think it@for me.O

* % %

The next morning | made sure the VCR wasrecording asanother mook
pried open the back of the washing machine. .

| pantomimed palming a basketball at the foul line. OHe shoots! He scores!
Seeyain court, shmucko.Ol made a note in theincident log.

A moment later, Elenawalked in.

O\ery well done,Ql said. Olgiveit a nine-point-five.0

Her mouth turned up alittle, despite herself. . )

_ . Hercell phonerang. She picked up. OH, honey, what@ up?0She frowned.
Oln sorry. I take care of it assoon as| get home.OShe noticed me eyeing her
and turned away, lowering her voice.

The conversation went on for another minute. Elena practically squirmed
in her chair. Evidently hubby wasnot ready to let go of his big complaint. |
started to get a mental picture of the guy: some kind of aggressive, macho Latin.
Somebody who enjoyed pushing hiswife around. )

Elena put ahand over her forehead. OGin we talk about this later?20She
hung up and groaned.

| busied myself writing in thelog, but | wasthinking: trouble on the home
front?

* % %
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The next day Elenalooked tired asshewalked in. She glanced at her desk.
OWeen®you supposed to buy the coffeestoday?0

| stood. Olbeen thinkingN why don®@we just use the kitchen downstairs?
|@n sure the people who®e renting usthis placewon®mind. We can save alot,
not hayinéo pay for that damn Starbucks, they can@even call a small coffee a
Gmall&O

Downstairs, | had to search through all the drawers before | located afilter
for the machine.

Elenaleaned against the counter. Ol feels strange, spending so much time
in someone else@ house.O )

| found acouple of mugsin acabinet. Ollike it. They got anice setup.O

After | brewed some java,we sat atared Formicatablein the corner and |
pretended to read an old newspaper. | set it down and grinned. OKndalike
being married, huh?0

She scoffed. O%ireN except we have no billsto pay, no laundry, no future
to argue abouteO )

OYou argue about your future?0 N

She gave me alook. ONo offense, Frank, but | don®really want to discuss
my marriage hereEO

O%ire,0l said. ONo problem.O

We sat in silence until she finished her coffee.

| reached into my pocket, took out my wallet.

OWhat are you doing?Oshe asked.

| drew out adollar and set it under the box of coffeefilters.

OWaw ,Oshe said. OYou®e a real Boy Scout.O

| shrugged. OHey, right isright.O

* % %

The next afternoon, she painted her nailswhile we waited for the next
repair visit. .

| swung sideto sidein my office chair. OYou mind if | ask you
something?0

She shook her head.

OWhat@with the nail thing? Nail parlors, manicures, all that crap. | mean,
what@ the point?20 ) )

She squinted down at her hand. OThe point?0 N

OArewomen doing thisto get guys? CauseN | could be wrong, but | don®
think there are many guysout there that really give a shit, pardon my French. |
think the nailsjust get in the way.O )

She looked up, amused. Oh the way of what?0O

| flushed. OYou knowEo pening cans. TypingeO

OAnything else?0 )

| turned away. Olbetter line up some more appointments.O

* % %

That night, at home in my little one bedroom in Bay Ridge, | threw my
coat over the back of the living room couch. The thing had abig rip in one of the
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cushions, but | had never bothered to get it fixed. Nobody wasgoing to seeit, or
at least nobody whose opinion | cared about.

| peered down into an aquarium over in the corner.

OHow yadoin,Qyallittle turtle bastard 201 had given the creature to my
nephew for hisbirthday, but my sister had given it back; said her son was
allergic. Thething sat on alog now, barely blinking. | snorted. OYou make a hell
of apet, you know that? You don®do tricks; you don@®guard the house... Don®
feel bad about it, though. Whaddaya gonnado? You®e aturtle.O

| went into the kitchen and heated up some frozen enchiladas. | had a
couple of beers, watched alittle tube. And then | reached into my coat pocket
and took out avideotape. Fag-forwarded to a point when Elenawasstanding in
the front hall, waiting for the next repairman. | watched her in that private
moment when she wouldn®have expected to be taped. Alone like that, she
didn®look so uptight. She looked pretty nice.

After aminute, ashamed, | clicked off the TV.

| turned on a Seventies-style chrome lamp next to the couch and sat there
for awhile, looking around my dumpy bachelor pad, thinking about the years of
accumulating overtime, then watching TV alone.

A vision cameinto my mind, me and Elenasitting on the back deck of a
nice little house, with agarden maybe, barbecuingE

* % %

CB0,0OElena said asshe carried in two mugs of fresh coffee the next
morning. Olhear you used to be areal hotshot.O )

| eyed her warily. OWhat are you talking about?0

OHarry told me. About your Mob cases and all.O

| studied her face to make sure she wasn@busting my chops.

She set my coffee down and then sat at her desk, obviously curious but
trying to act casual. OWhat happened?0

| made a face. onodn®Harry tell you, when hewasdishing up my private
business?0 .

She sipped her coffee. ONo, actually. He said it wasup to you if you
wanted to talk about it. So do you?0

O | what?0 )

Sheleaned forward. O®me on, Frank. WeQ®e partners, right? Tell me what
happened.O

| stared sourly at the opposite wall. After amoment, | ran a hand across
my face and sighed. Ofor years | wastrying to make this one Mob case. You
remember Joseph Pollito, out in Mill Basin, that they used to call Joey Pipe?He
killed some snitch@whole family.O

OWHhat about him?0

Olnailed him for the murders, and then he offered to roll over on some
bigger fish. The D.A. wanted the publicityN it wasan election yearN so he was
gonnalet him plead it down.O

OYu didn®likethat, | take it.O

| made another faoe.\O{ou don®let a scumbag like that practically walk.O

Elena stared at me. OWhat did you do?0
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Olwalked into a meeting of real big shots, NYPD and feds, and | flipped
over thistable. | told @mN

Olet me guess: Rightisright.O

| smiled sheepishly. . )

O®od for you,OElena said. OOd they fire you?0

| shook my head. ONah. | guessthey didn@want me to make any kind of
public squawk. But they suspended me for three months, made me go to this
bullshit anger management class.O . )

OCh, yeah?OElenagrinned. OHow @ that work out?0

* % %

The next morning she walked into the attic sporting a big shiner around
her left eye.

OWhpa, 0l said. OWhat happened to you?0

Ot@nothing.0 ]

ONothing? You look like you went a couple of roundswith Mike Tyson.O
The thought of someone hitting her made my own fists ball up.

,Ot wasan accident. Stupid. The fridge door wasiced up and | gaveit a
yank.O

| leaned forward. OAdoor, huh? Listen, my cousin used to have a problem
with doors. And falling down the stairs, kitchen cabinetsE Finally | told her
husband that if she had one more @ccidentQ wasgonna personally take him
apart.Ol pictured Elena@husband again. A macho guy, and big. A wife beater.

Elena gave me asurprisingly soft look. OThanks for the concern. But it was
an accident. Really.O

| turned away. Maybe it wasnone of my business, but | had a powerful
urgeto givethe creep ataste of hisown medicine.

* % %

That night, | watched Elena on tape again, only thistime | wasn®
ashamed.

* % %

The next morning, | walked in and handed her a small box.

OWhat@ this?Oshe asked.

| shrugged. Odist some chocolates. | wasthinking about your eye and all.
You know, in caseit hurts. These are like homemade; there@ this fancy new shop
down by the Brooklyn Bridge..O

| wasbabbling, worried shed think | wasout of line, but she set the box
on her desk and gave me a nice smile.

OThanks.O

| felt apain in my heart, asif some celestial repairman had intentionally
stabbed it, and | had to admit to myself that | wasfalling in love.

* % %
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The next week wasrough.

| did my best to play it cool, to keep things professional, but | started
becoming hyper-aware of every little thing about Elena. How she sat, the way
she smiled, the times she wouldn®smile, the way | thought | could detect a
lingering trace of her scent when shewasn®in the room. All of that crap.

_ It bothered me. | wasacting like some goofy rookie, some dipshit who
didn@know any better. And | did know better, or at least enough not to screw
up agood operation for some lame personal reason. | needed to do well on that
job, needed it for my career.

Late one afternoon, | listened to Elena and her husband having it out on
the phone again. She seemed really upset thistime; if she wasn®so tough, 1@n
sure shewould have had herself agood cry. Then | listened asshe called up
some female pal, asked if shewanted to go and see amovie. | felt jealous, can
you believeit? N

She left early, because we didn®have any more repair visits. The atticwas
getting dark fast, one of those gloomy evenings of a seemingly endlesswinter. |
wasrestless, real restless. After pacing around for awhile, too wired to do any
work, | got anidea.

* % %

The building wasin the South Sope, one of those old warehouses newly
converted to condos. Thewindowswere big, but all of the shadesweredown. |
could seeinto thelittle foyer, though, with its potted plants and ritzy track
lighting. | sat outside in my car. Every few minutes| had to reach out and wipe
my icy breath off the sidewindow.

One of my cold handswaswrapped around alittle something | usually
kept in my trunk: atelescoping steel baton, illegal in New York State, something
| had taken off a nightclub bouncer. The more | thought about it, bubblesrising
from the hot saucepan of my heart, the better theidea seemed: | would meet
Elena@husband out on the sidewalk in front of the building. Forget what they
had told mein that courseN sometimes a little righteous anger wasthe proper
response. My vision narrowed as| dropped into a full-fledged fantasy: dropping
the man with one swing, hearing him plead for the mercy he had not shown his
much-smaller wife, swinging the baton and feeling a satisfying connection of
metal against teeth, a spray of redE

A yuppieblonde couple came out, all duded up in some kind of fancy
running suits, despite the cold. They set off down the sidewalk doing some kind
of ridiculous speed-walking thing. What a crock. | turned my attention back to
thedoor: atall black woman carrying a briefcase. She tucked acell phone
between her ear and her shoulder asshereached into her pocket for her key.

After five minutes, a Chinese takeout delivery guy bicycled up. Heworea
very skimpy metallic jacket with epaulets, and | wondered how hedid hisjob all
night without freezing to death. Then a slim guy came out, shoulders hunched
because of the way both hisforearms pressed down on aluminum canes. His
body twisted with every step; | figured he had some kind of neurological disease.
Hewasfollowed by a couple, a stout guy sporting afancy cashmere coat and a
plump Asian woman wearing fluffy white earmuffs.
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| scrunched down in my seat, thought about turning on the heater for a
few minutes. | hadn®seen anyone who looked remotely like a big Hispanic guy.
| knew the address wasright, because | had copied it off a utility bill 1@ found on
ElenaGdesk.

| wasfreezing, and | should have gone home, but | stayed on for awhile.
Therewassomething burrowing inside of me, some bad pain or sadness, and |
needed to get it out, to send it into theworld as something else.

People came and went, the temperature dropped, my window iced faster.
Finally, | realized what a pointlessthing | wasdoing, lurking like some sick skel,
and | got out of there before anybody else started to wonder what | wasup to.

* % %

The next day, | could hardly look Elenain the face. But that didn®stop me
from watching her on the monitors, every chancel got.

* % %

Two days later | wasat my desk organizing some paperwork when she
suddenly spoke up.

O, look!O

OV\[mt isit?0l said.

Ot@snowing.0

| stood up and joined her at the window. Outside, big downy flakeswere
falling. The street and the treeswere already turning white.

Olloveit,Oshe said.

Olookslike our last visit might get cancelled.O )

OMaybe we should head hom e before the streets get bad.O

OThere@no rush,Ol said. OWebde still on the clock, right? We can get paid
for watching the snow.O y

We stood in silence for a couple of minutes. We hadn®turned on any
lights, and the room wassoftly growing dark.

OWten | waslittle,Oshe said, Olcame from Puerto Rico. | had never seen
snow. | thought it would be warm, Iikefeathers.C’),

OWee you disappointed by the real thing?0

OW'p could be disappointed with this?0

After amoment, she sighed.

OWhat@ the matter?0

She shrugged. ONothing. Thisisnice.O

| nodded. OYah.O

We were only acouple of feet apart. . )

| turned to her. Reached out and gently touched her cheek. Ok this okay?0

She closed her eyes, leaned into my hand. | could feel acurrent running
between us, something very strong. We stood like that for another minute.

Until | pulled badck. Shewasmarried. To some loser who hit her, but
married nonetheless.

Wrong waswrong.

She opened her eyes. Sheturned her head. She kissed my palm.

| wanted to put my arms around her something fierce.

Ot@ okay,Oshe said. Olwant t0.O
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| stood therein silence.
| stared out at the snow.
| walked away and picked up my coat.

* % %

The next two days, asde from the business of the job, we barely
exchanged aword.

The day after that, Harry Weinstein showed up, said he thought maybe
the operation had run its course. Thewhole time he wasthere, Elenawouldn®
lift her eyesfrom her desk.

* % %

Therewasone final order of business.

The challenge wasto find away to arrest all of the dirty repairmen at
once, so they wouldn®have a chance to warn their compatriots. Harry arranged
to borrow a big office downtown, and then | called all the bumsand told them
that | waswith the City Department of Finance, said that they had been
overcharged $15000n their taxes, that they needed to come in person on a
certain Friday to collect their refund. Nineteen repairmen showed up, crowing
about their unexpected windfall. One by one Harry led them into a back room,
where they were officially charged. Most of them tried to bullshit their way out,
atleast until | played the tapes. Some cursed, some pleaded, one even criedN and
then a couple of uniforms from the local precinct hustled them out badk to a
waiting NYPD bus. .

| went about the job like arobot. Elena@awkwardness around me took
away the satisfaction 1@ been looking forward to for so damned long.

Latein theday, | overheard her talking to her husband on her cell phone. |
gathered that the guy was coming by to pick her up.

| thought of the way her soft lips had felt against my palm. Then |
pictured her black eye. My forearms tensed. | thought of that steel baton again,
sitting in my trunk.

Harry brought in several more repairman, but | could barely focus on the
job. With the last guy, | looked up and realized that the man wasthe old papi
from Sunset Park.

N o, please,Othe geezer said aswe showed him how he had become a star
on reality TV. My son will never forgive me,Ohe said, panicking. | thought for a
minute that the old guy wasgoing to have a heart attack.

| looked into hiseyes and saw a fellow human being, aman in pain, just
like me.

But hewasalso a criminal.

And right wasright.

* % %

Later, after the repairman had been led off to the buswith the others, | sat
in the corner of the office, sipping a cup of lukewarm coffee, watching the clock. |
had stepped out to my car and retrieved the baton, and it sat heavy in my jacket
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pocket. | couldn®start anything in the office, obviously, but | could follow
Elena@G husband back out to the parking lot.

Someone knocked on the door and my fists tightened.

Elenagot up and invited the visitor in.

A small guy, about her size. Sim, with thinning hair. His narrow
shoulderswere hunched because of the way both his forearms pressed down on
aluminum canes. .

He lurched acrossthe room, smiling a generous, off-kilter smile. OAre you
Frank Monte? I Hector, Qainey@husband. My wife hastold me great things
about you.OHe rested one of the canes against a desk and extended a thin,
gnarled hand. .

It took me a moment to accept the man@ shake. | mumbled avague Hello,
then watched asElenabriskly steered him toward the door. Just before they
reached it, she turned her head and gave me a quick look that | couldn®@begin to
figure out.

After they left, | sat slumped in my chair, thinking about how | didn®
know much about women, or marriage, or lifein general, really.

Then | finished the last sip of my coffee, stood up, and closed the
operation down.

END



