
        
            
                
            
        

     
Prologue 
We get our fair share of floaters in Pittsburgh — the bloated bodies found bobbing in our three rivers, the Ohio, Allegheny and Monongahela. 
In an average year, Allegheny County records more than 100 of them: amateur boaters who fall over board while partying, homeless people who slip into eddies while bathing along the banks or lost souls who commit suicide by jumping from one of our many bridge spans.
The suicides are often men who are drunk and despondent. After wallowing in gin at a shot-and-beer tavern, they make their way to one of our city's many bridge spans. Sometimes they crawl over the four-foot railing that lines the sidewalk, then drop helplessly into the water. Other times they amble up the steel arch to its crest, where they stand high and visible to the world, tying up traffic for a time before they lean desperately into the open air. 
Regardless of the method, the result is usually the same. Within an instant, the body is submerged 15 or 20 feet, sometimes hitting bottom. The air in the lungs floats the victim's body to the surface. If his neck or back isn't broken and he is still conscious, his will to live will awaken and he'll try to swim for the bank. 
But most times the panic, injury and effort cause him to suck in water. It takes only a few teaspoons of water to block the air passage. He'll breathe out but not in, and as the air departs and the fight is choked out of him. To the bottom he'll go, not to rise again until the gases of decomposition bloat his body full, floating him to the surface.
Our most recent floater was far from typical. 
His name was John Preston, a world-renowned relationship expert, whose books, seminars and DVDs helped thousands of couples rekindle their happiness — and make him a rich man. 
News reports said he had recently moved his company’s headquarters to a small, defunct manufacturing campus in Maryville, PA, a former industrial town along the Monongahela River.  
His expanding company had renovated the main building in the center of the campus, with plans to develop and lease a half dozen other buildings that sat along riverfront.
He was married to Elizabeth Preston, who had achieved her own fame appearing in his broadcasts. The two had recently completed a restoration of the old Heinz family summer mansion. It had been featured in several architectural magazines. Mrs. Preston conducted her husband’s funeral in a private ceremony there.
Though the Maryville chief of police was still investigating the circumstances surrounding Preston’s death and the Washington County Coroner had not yet declared the cause and manner of death, many speculated that Preston had jumped off the Maryville Bridge a few days before a river barge captain spotted his lifeless body floating in the Monongahela’s muddy waters. 
Talk of Preston’s demise was at a fever pitch — particularly among the colorful characters who congregated regularly at my family’s South Side pub. I was as curious as anyone.
Of course that was before I knew of the grief John Preston’s death would put me through.
As my Irish grandfather liked to say, I was in for some wicked whiskey that autumn. 



 
Chapter #1 
I sat in my favorite booth in the back of the pub across from the hearth. The pub’s front and rear doors were propped wide open, allowing a morning October breeze to pass through the room. The sportscaster on the TV monitors above the bar predicted a Pitt victory over Notre Dame that Friday evening. 
We’d just opened for business and I had the entire place to myself. It was a fine day to be the proprietor of McClanahan’s Irish Pub. 
McClanahan's isn't just any pub, you see, but a Pittsburgh institution. It was here the Irish immigrants came for refuge. Union meetings were held here, numbers booked and funds raised to help the widows of men taken in coal-mine and steel-mill accidents. 
McClanahan's is still the place where construction workers converse with Fortune 500 CEOs, where campaigning congressmen speak plainly with machinists and truck drivers. When off-Broadway shows pass through town, it’s to McClanahan's the actors flock afterwards. Legend has it that Frank Sinatra, Dean Martin and Sammy Davis once conducted a bender there.
Numerous marital unions have been sparked at our Friday happy-hour gatherings, when young men and women meet for darts and pool and our famous fried fish sandwich. God only knows how many Pittsburghers owe their existence to the Irish aphrodisiacs — Jameson whiskey and Guinness — their parents imbibed here. 
Since I'd enjoyed a brisk run along the bike trail to Homestead and back, I figured I’d earned my sweet reward. I walked behind the bar and placed a pint glass beneath the Guinness tap. I tilted it, filling it three quarters full, then waited a few minutes for it to settle. I completed the pour, admiring its thick, frothy head, then returned to my booth. 
I raised the glass to the gods — sláinte — and enjoyed a glorious sip. No wonder Brendan Behan, man of Irish letters, would climb over 12 naked ladies for a pint of the stuff. 
The cellar door burst open and in walked Maureen Brennan, pub manager, bartender, waitress, cook, bookkeeper, bouncer and my best friend. She muscled a fresh keg of Iron City with both hands as though it were a quarter full.
“What’s on the docket today, Sherlock?” she said, sliding the keg under the bar.
Maureen loved to razz me about “The Sean McClanahan Report,” a humorous investigative segment I appeared in now and then on a local news broadcast.
“The case load is light,” I admitted.
She pulled her black shiny hair over her broad shoulders and let loose a hearty, barrel-chested laugh. 
“But haven’t you cracked some of Pittsburgh’s biggest cases?”
I nodded.
“It was I who videotaped a city sanitation worker carrying railroad ties from his pickup truck to his backyard planter, while on full disability.”
“You’re a regular J. Edgar Hoover.”
“It was I who snagged our Allegheny County's Parks and Recreation director chartering his fishing boat up in Cook Forest, while still on the county clock.”
“You go, Dick Tracey.”
“And it was I who caught a self-righteous school superintendent partaking in an extramarital dalliance in the back seat of a Dodge minivan — after firing two married teachers for doing the same.”
“Admit it,” said Maureen. “You would’ve done that one free.”
Maureen and I became rookie cops together some 20 years earlier shortly after I’d graduated from Pitt. While I managed to stumble upward to the rank of detective faster than anyone in Major Crimes Unit history — I still have the highest solve percentage of any homicide detective in the city’s history — Maureen never left the beat. That was due to her propensity to dole out “a little extra justice” to wife beaters, child abusers, drug pushers and anyone else who got on her nerves. Facing numerous lawsuits, the city had to let her go.
She went on to successfully manage some restaurants, so when my Uncle Mick offered to sell me the family pub, I persuaded her to join me.
Truth be told, Uncle Mick offered me the pub to help me get through a tragic time — one that had claimed the life of my wife, Lauren, who died when an arsonist I’d put away years before made good on his threats after he was released from jail. He burned down our house while Lauren slept — while I worked late protecting and serving the public.
When I found him, it took everything I had to not put a bullet between his eyes. I quit as soon as he was in custody, then promptly went to pieces. It was only through the grace of God, and the support of my family and friends, that I made it through that dark period.   
In any event, Maureen possessed the pub-management skills I lacked. I offered her the lion’s share of our meager profits, so long as she protected me from whatever it is pub owners are supposed to know and do.
To generate extra income to keep myself and the pub afloat, Maureen talked me into getting my PI license and joining Uncle Mick’s firm (his office was in a storefront next to the pub). She next persuaded a local news channel to hire me to conduct light investigative reports. She figured the exposure would promote my PI work and the pub — and, boy, did that turn out to be the case.   
“Thanks to you, dear Maureen, I took on all three of those regrettable cases to help us raise funds for a new boiler. Thus, I credit you for the odd phone calls and frequent visits from crazies of every kind — folks who have leads on everything from Jimmy Hoffa’s burial site to who really shot JFK.”
Maureen laughed heartily. 
“They’re obviously unaware that you couldn’t detect your way out of a paper bag!”
A woman walked through the front door. She was trim and attractive and moved with a nervous energy. She wore faded jeans, stylish black shoes and a white silk top that tastefully outlined her petite frame.
“May we help you?” said Maureen.   
“I’m looking for Sean McClanahan,” said the woman.
Maureen raised her arm and pointed to my booth in the back, then headed down to the basement to tend to the inventory.  
The woman’s features came into focus as she walked toward me. She appeared to be in her early 30s (I'd learn later that she was 42).  
“I’m Sean,” I said standing to shake her hand. Her fingers were delicate and cold, but her grip was firm. 
“My name is Erin Miller.”
“How may I assist you?”
“You will think I’m crazy.”
“Give me a try,” I said.
“John Preston did not commit suicide.” 



 
Chapter #2 
“Please sit,” I said.  
She slid into the booth in a swift, elegant motion. 
“May I get you a beverage?”
“No, thank you.”  
I sat across from her.  
Her black hair was boyishly short which served to draw out her milk-white skin, the freckles on her small nose, and intense hazel eyes that burned as brightly as a coke oven. She set her hands on the top of the table. Her fingernails were perfectly manicured and painted red. She sported a modest rock on the ring finger on her left hand. 
“I don’t know where to begin,” she said.   
She looked over her shoulder toward the front door, then back at me.
“How about at the beginning?”
She took a deep breath and looked me directly in the eyes. Crazy maybe, but I was smitten by her feminine graces.  
“I knew John,” she said. “He didn’t take his own life.”
Ah, she was on a first-name basis with Preston. I did everything in my power to prevent myself from snorting — a habit I’d learned from my father, who always snorted when someone tried to pull the wool over his eyes.      
“You think he was murdered?” I said.
She nodded.
“Why tell me?” I said. “Why not tell the Washington County Coroner? He is investigating the cause and manner of Preston’s death. Why not tell the Maryville chief of police? She is leading the police investigation.”
“I did talk to them. I visited the coroner this morning. He said he couldn’t talk to me about the case, as he could only share the details of the autopsy with the next of kin.”
“Standard protocol,” I said.
She looked over her shoulder, then back to me.
“Then I visited Chief Sarafino. She rushed me out of her office like she thought I was mentally insane.”
Imagine that, I thought. 
“I don’t fault you for thinking the same of me, but if you come with me now, I can offer some proof.”  
“Come with you?”
“To our home,” she said. 
“Our home?”
“John and I lived in Donora, not far from Maryville.” 
“You lived with John Preston?”
“I know how it sounds, but it is true.”
I pointed to the ring on her finger.
“You were engaged to Preston?” I said, fighting the urge to snort. “Married?”
She smiled sheepishly.
“I realize how odd I may appear to you, but it will all make sense if you come with me.” 
“Can’t you show me what you have to show me here?”
“It is not safe here. I think they are following me.”
Of course. What good is a conspiracy without someone following you? 
“They?”
“Two men. One is big with black curly hair, the other is small with red hair. They approached me when I left the police station in Maryville. I ran to my car and drove away as fast as I could. I think I saw them behind me on the highway.” 
“I see,” I said, hoping Maureen would come up from the basement and help me fashion an excuse to end this discussion. 
Two men walked into the pub. One was built like a Coke machine. He wore a rumpled suit and had black curly hair. The other was short and pale with thinning red hair. Unlike the large man who bought his suit a couple of waist-sizes ago, the smaller man’s suit was black and perfectly tailored.
“May I help you?” I said.
“We have business with the lady,” said the big man. His voice gurgled like a ‘67 Cadillac with a hole in the muffler.
He moved fast for his size. He grabbed Erin's shoulder.
“Hey,” I said, swatting his arm away.
“Mind your own business,” he growled, grabbing her shoulder again.
I jumped out of the booth and shoved him away from the booth.
He lunged at me with a looping right. I ducked it and drove a hard right into his gut — hoping to compress the nerves in his solar plexus and knock the wind out of him.
He fell back against another booth, barely able to breathe. His eyes displayed confusion — nobody had ever hit him that hard before, particularly a 5’10, 185-pound fellow who could obviously hit a lot harder than it looked like he could hit. 
“You do realize there is a city ordinance against walking zoo animals without a leash,” I said, turning to the little man.
“You can take him, Tony,” said the little man, ignoring me, his voice high pitched. 
“Shut up, Terry,” said the big man, still catching his breath.
He came at me with another looping right. I jabbed him in the windpipe with a couple of quick lefts, then threw everything I had into another gut shot.
He fell against the booth near Erin, struggling to breathe.
Erin tried to slide out of the booth. He shoved her back. She dug her fingernails into his right cheek. He moaned. 
“Enough!” said the squeaky-voiced little man. 
I turned. He had his pistol pointed at me.
“I’ll shoot you,” he said.
I stared at the little man and didn’t move. 
I remember hearing a thump — the sound a blackjack makes when it contacts the skull. The big man, behind me, had whopped the side of my noggin with his blackjack.
The floor rose up at my face like a freight elevator.    
Everything went into slow motion. Lying on the floor, I looked up to see the big man hold Erin as she fought him, while the little man stuck a syringe in her neck and squeezed. She became instantly limp. The big man, struggling, picked her up and headed toward the back door.
“Hey,” I whispered, trying to push myself up.
The big man kicked the side of my head with his heel. 
Everything went black.



 
 
 
 
Chapter #3 
“Are you all right?” said Maureen, kneeling beside me, cradling my head with her left arm. My face and shirt were damp. Maureen held an empty pint glass in her right hand.
“I was fine until you doused me with a perfectly good pint.” 
“What happened?” said Maureen.
“Where’d they go?”  
“Where did who go?” 
“The two men in suits,” I said. “Where is Erin Miller? Where’d they take her?” 
“I don’t know.” 
I rolled onto my knees and slowly stood. I felt dizzy. My head throbbed. I staggered out the back door to the alley. I looked up and down but saw nothing. Nobody moving, no vehicles driving away. I went out front hoping Erin’s car might be parked there. No cars were there. 
I walked back inside.  
“What’d you see?” I said.  
“I was in the cellar,” she said. “I heard commotion upstairs. I came up to investigate and saw you lying on the floor like a puddle of spilt soup.”  
I walked behind the bar and washed my hands and face. I packed a McClanahan's napkin with ice and pressed it on the lump on the back of my noggin.   
“Tell me what happened,” said Maureen. 
I opened the bar drawer and found a bottle of aspirin. I chewed four and washed them down with a glass of water, then told her what happened.
“I can’t believe it,” she said.
“That it took two men to knock me out?”
“No, that it took them so long.”
Pittsburgh Police Sargent Jim Modrack entered the front door of the pub with two other officers. His precinct was located only four blocks from the pub.
“Thanks for coming so fast,” said Maureen.
“What happened?” said Jim.
I told him all I knew.
“Let’s file an assault report,” said Jim. “Give me a description of the two men and I’ll alert my officers to keep an eye out.”
I nodded and gave him my best description.
“You get knocked out like that, it’s a good idea to seek medical treatment,” said Jim.
“I’m OK,” I said. 
“I’ll keep an eye on the stubborn fool,” said Maureen. “There’s no way he’ll go to a doctor.”
“I wish there was more I could do,” said Jim. “You see these men again, call us in. Don’t do what you normally do and try to take them out yourself.”
I smiled and shook his hand.
I went into the small office by the kitchen and retrieved Maureen’s laptop, then returned to the booth.
Maybe we’ll get lucky and find something online,” I said, searching the words “Erin Miller” and “Donora, PA.” 
The Internet has been a boon to the private eye business. Lots of useful information is public record and fairly easy to access — real estate records, birth certificates, marriage licenses, voter registrations, post office boxes, phone listings and more. Social media sites, such as Facebook, Twitter and Instagram, make it easy to not only track down individuals by name, but to also find family members and friends and lots of photos. 
“Unbelievable,” said Maureen after our search turned up nothing. “Miller” being a common name brought up several prompts, but we found no Erin Miller in Donora. We did find a half dozen Erin Millers in WhitePages.com, but none were in the 30-to-40-year-old age range.
“Try Facebook,” said Maureen. 
Still, nothing. Again, there were lots of Erin Millers, but none that lived in Donora and none who displayed profile photos that looked like Erin Miller.
“I wish I could afford subscriptions to the expensive database search engines that successful private eyes can afford,” I said. 
“I wish you could afford a new boiler that successful pub owners should be able to afford,” said Maureen.
Database firms offered access to information that simple Internet searches were not likely to turn up. The database firms spend millions buying detailed information from credit card companies, social media sites and pretty much anyone who has detailed records that include phone numbers, addresses and, the granddaddy of them all, Social Security numbers. Once a private eye gets ahold of a subject’s Social Security number, it doesn’t take long to track that person down.
“Maybe Bob can help,” said Maureen.
Maureen referred to Bob Meinert, one of my mentors, who, after retiring as commander of Allegheny County’s Homicide Unit, co-founded one of Pittsburgh’s most respected private-investigation firms.   
“He visits his grandchildren on the weekends and leaves Friday morning,” I said. “I can’t reach him until Monday. There’s really only one thing I can do today.”
“Go jump in the river?”
“Yes, and talk to the Maryville Chief of Police.”
I Googled the phone number for the Maryville police department and called the chief. The dispatcher put me into the chief’s voice mail. I left a message.
I poured myself a fresh pint of Guinness and returned to my booth. As the pint settled, I stared at the phone, hoping my gaze might make it ring. 
“Did Erin Miller remind you of Lauren?” I said to Maureen.
She shrugged.
“What happened to your wife wasn’t your fault,” said Maureen. “This woman has nothing to do with Lauren. You need to put it out of your mind.”
The front door opened and a woman entered.  
As she walked toward us, graying roots were beginning to show in her bright blonde hair — I doubted that blonde was her natural color. The skin on her face was taut like a drum, her Botox-injected lips swollen. I placed her well in her early 60s, though she was fighting it every step of the way.  
“May we help you?” said Maureen.   
“I'm looking for Sean McClanahan.” 
Maureen raised her paw and pointed at me, then headed back down to the basement. The woman walked toward me and smiled.  
She looked familiar. 
“You are the Sean McClanahan?” she said.
I nodded.
“How may I assist you?” 
“You’re going to think I’m crazy,” she side.
“Give me a try,” I said.
“John Preston did not commit suicide.”



 
Chapter #4 
I should have recognized her from her television appearances: Mrs. Elizabeth Preston, wife of the recently deceased John Preston. 
“Please sit,” I said.
She slid into the booth. I sat across from her.  
“May I get you something?”
“No, thank you. Please call me Elizabeth.”
My head was throbbing. I decided to get right to the point.
“Would you happen to know a woman named Erin Miller?” I said.
“The young woman who visited me this morning?”
“Erin Miller visited you this morning?”
“Yes. She said she knew John.”
“Did you know her?”
“No.”
I decided, for the time being, to leave out the part about Erin claiming to live with John Preston in Donora.
“Did she leave contact information with you?”
“No.”
“What did she say to you?”
“That John didn’t commit suicide — that he was murdered.”
“Anything else?
She shook her head.
“She seemed strange to me and she scared me,” said Elizabeth. “John’s fame caused all kinds of people to show up at our front door. I had to come up with something to get her to leave. So I sent her to you.”
“Why did you send her to me?”
“You’re the only private eye I know. I love your TV reports. Besides, I told her I was going to hire you anyway.”
 “Hire me?”
“There’s no way John would commit suicide,” she said. “I want you to find out who killed him.” 
“I don’t mean to be short with you, but I advise you to share any questions or concerns you have with the Washington County Coroner and the Maryville chief of police.”  
“The coroner said he couldn’t do anything until the autopsy report and police report were done. And when Chief Sarafino interviewed me about John’s death, she mentioned that a witness came forward who saw John park his car on the bridge, then jump.”
Which is probably exactly what happened, I thought. Family members often think loved ones who committed suicide could never do such a thing.
“She said some of John’s coworkers said he was depressed,” said Elizabeth. “That’s a lie. Victoria Hall is making those people lie.”
“Victoria Hall?”
“John’s business partner. I wouldn’t be surprised if she had John killed. He’d never jump from any bridge.”
I started rubbing the bumps on my head. My Father often rubbed his head when he got antsy.
“I understand that the details in these cases can be very difficult for the loved ones of the deceased.”  
 “You don’t believe me?” she said.
She began sobbing.  
I got up from the booth and retrieved a stack of McClanahan’s napkins from the bar. I returned and handed them to her. 
“John and I had a lunch date planned for the same day he was going to have his press conference,” she said.
“Tell me about this press conference.”
“He told me he had big news to announce. He was so happy — happier than I’ve ever seen him. Happy people don’t jump off bridges. I sat there at lunch waiting for him but he never showed because he was murdered.”   
She began wailing. She got up from her side of the booth and squeezed in next to me on my side of the booth.
“Hold me,” she said, wrapping her arms around me.
I found it odd that a woman whose husband just died could be so frisky, but, then everyone handles grief in her own way. 
“I really don’t think —”
“Hold me,” she said.
I held her, hoping Maureen would come up from the basement and help me fashion an excuse to end this discussion. 
“I don't know where else to go,” said Elizabeth. 
Maureen finally appeared.
“Maureen will take down your information and I’ll follow back with you as soon as I can,” I said.
It took me a few minutes to extricate myself from Mrs. Preston’s embrace. I ran up to my apartment. I washed up, changed my shirt and strapped on my Glock. I put on my oversized sport coat to conceal it, then ran down the back steps to the alley. I fired up my truck and floored it.  
There was another woman I needed to meet in Maryville.



 
 
Chapter #5 
 
Forty five minutes later, I arrived in Maryville and parked on Main Street. 
To my right the Maryville Bridge stood majestic and proud. A horn from a river barge blasted up the river, a bell clanged down river, a tractor-trailer spewed out diesel fumes as it descended the highway on the other side of the river. The trees covering the hills were just beginning to turn orange, yellow and red. 
I walked up Main Street a few blocks to the red-brick municipal building. Inside the foyer, a bulletin board displayed a framed newspaper article about Chief Samantha Sarafino — the first female chief in the Monongahela Valley. It said her father had been the chief for 25 years — that a few months earlier she’d moved back from Gaithersburg, Maryland, where she’d been a distinguished cop, to take over when her father died.
I walked down the hallway toward her office.
“I’m looking for Chief Sarafino,” I said, poking my head inside.
She leaned back in her office chair, her hands clasped behind her head. She had short brown hair and bright blue eyes. I couldn't help but notice how nicely her black uniform contoured to her curves. 
“I’m Chief Sarafino.”
“My name is Sean McClanahan,” I said, moving toward her and reaching out to shake. “I left a message for you.”
There was a hint of agitation in her eyes — then recognition.
“Ah, Sean McClanahan, the goofy private eye on the news?”
I smiled.
“What do you want, McClanahan?” 
I told her about my morning — about my wonderful jog along the railroad tracks, my perfectly poured Guinness and my fun-filled meeting with Erin Miller, the fellows who clobbered my noggin and Elizabeth Preston.
“You’re working for Elizabeth Preston?” she said.
“She wants me to investigate her husband’s murder.”
“Murder?” she said, laughing. “Go ahead and give a grieving woman false hope that her husband didn’t end his own life. It ought to make you feel good, taking her money like that.”
“I have no desire to work for Mrs. Preston or to investigate Preston’s death,” I said. “All I want is to find Erin Miller and get her back on whatever meds she should probably be taking. She told me she visited you this morning. I wonder if you have her number or address.”
“Visited me? Do you have any idea how many quacks have come out of the woodwork since Preston jumped off that bridge? Phone calls, emails, walk-ins — all of them with kooky conspiracy theories and absurd leads and tips.”
“So Erin Miller didn’t visit?”
“I’ve been out patrolling the streets since early this morning. I don’t know if you noticed but we are a small town with a small police force. Even if I had the time, this office won’t waste another moment talking to quacks.”
“She said two men followed her after she left your office. One was big with black curly hair, the other small with red hair. Ring any bells?”
“You’re asking me if this fictional woman was followed by two fictional men?”
“The men are real, as the lumps on my noggin can testify,” I said. “You never saw these men in your town?”
She shook her head.
“Sorry, I can’t help you.”
“Maybe your investigation has turned up Preston’s phone records or emails or something that might lead me to Ms. Miller?” 
 “Are you deaf, dumb and blind?” she said. 
“Just dumb. What about the witness who saw Preston jump? Could I talk to this person?”
“That information is not yet public.”
“But it will be,” I said. “Who was the witness?”
“You’re trying my patience,” she said.
“You told Elizabeth Preston that John was depressed, according to his coworkers. Elizabeth disputes that. She said that he was about to make a major announcement at a press conference. She said he was happier than she’d seen him in years. She thinks his business partner may have whacked him. Will that be in your report?”
“Who the hell do you think you are coming into my office and challenging the integrity of my investigation?”
“I’m just saying that Mrs. Preston is a public figure. If she wants to question your investigation, with a little guidance from me, I’m sure the press would be all over it.”
 
“You’re threatening me?”
“I’m just trying to find Erin Miller.” 
“Out,” she said, pointing to the door. 
 “Phone numbers or email addresses are all I need.”
“Out.” 
She was on her feet now. She looked even better standing.
“Once I find Erin Miller, I promise I will never bother you again.”
“Out. Out. Out.”
Well. You don’t need to tell me to leave more than five or six times. 
I turned toward the hallway and left.



 
Chapter #6 
 
It was mid-afternoon when I got back to the pub. As I walked through the back door and smelled the delicious aromas coming out of the kitchen, it occurred to me I hadn’t yet eaten. 
I heard Maureen coming up the cellar stairs. 
“What took you so long?” she said. “I’ve been calling and texting you.”
My phone had probably gone in and out of coverage. Maureen got us a package deal on a low-rate service that never worked well, but we needed to conserve funds. I didn’t have the energy to remind her why I was often hard to reach.
“Sorry,” I said. “What’s up?”
“A woman called asking for you. When I told her you weren’t in, she hung up. She called three times. She wouldn’t leave a name. She said she’d call you later.”
I checked caller ID and found the number. I called it back but nobody answered.
“Well, then she’ll call back,” I said. 
“Did you talk with the Maryville chief?”
“Don’t ask.”
I went to the kitchen and put eight bacon strips in a skillet. After they began to crisp, I fired up a second skillet and dropped in a slice of butter. I cracked six eggs into the center. As both skillets sizzled, I cut some fresh provolone cheese, nice and thick. I got out a head of lettuce and sliced that and two red-ripe tomatoes and cut those. I found some Italian bread — bread we brought in fresh from Pittsburgh’s Market District every morning — then cut four hearty slices and put them on the grill to brown.
As the eggs began to thicken, I turned them over and covered them with the cheese. I timed it just right so the eggs would be done, but not too done, just as the cheese had melted. I opened a fresh bag of potato chips — my favorite, which is why the pub carried them — and put a handful into a bowl. When I had both sandwiches expertly built and topped off with a thick coating of mayonnaise, I carried them out to my favorite booth. Maureen came over with napkins and utensils and sat across from me.
“You better enjoy your blessings because as soon as you finish that sandwich you’ve got a job to do.” 
“What job?”
Maureen walked to her office and returned with some papers, a typical client contract I use. She handed me a check in the amount of $5,000. It was signed by Elizabeth Preston.
“You didn’t.” I said.
“I did,” said Maureen. “We need the money.”
“I need to find Erin Miller before I do anything.”
“You’ll have to find her while you work for Mrs. Preston.” 
I smiled and picked up my BLT with both hands. I squeezed it flat and the egg yolk oozed out. I was about to take a big bite and wash it down with a mouthful of Guinness when the phone rang.
Maureen, always agitated when people phoned the pub, pushed herself out of the booth and answered the phone behind the bar. 
“McClanahan's,” she said. 
She listened to the caller, then said, “Yes, he’s back.”
I set my sandwich down and walked over to her. Maureen handed me the phone.
“This is Sean.”
“I’m sorry.”
It was a female voice — her words were slightly slurred.
“Erin?
“I called to apologize.” She said apuulllaajizze.
“Where are you? I want to see you now.”
“I made it up. I’m fine.”
“Where are you?”
“I didn’t mean to involve you in my prank.”
“Tell me where you are.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Erin!”
She hung up.
I jumped in the truck and headed back to Maryville.
 



 
Chapter #7: 
 
It didn't take long to locate the phone from which Erin Miller called me. Sargent Jim Modrack quickly traced it to a pay phone in Maryville; public phones still exist in aging mill towns.
It was late afternoon by the time I returned to Maryville. I only had to walk 30 feet up Main Street to find the phone. It sat next to a bus stop. I stood by it and scanned the area. 
I didn't see Erin Miller. I didn't see anyone.
I looked up and down Main Street to the stores and shops that lined the street. Only two storefronts had a clear view of the phone. One was Morton's Barbershop. The other was Wilson's Diner. 
I decided to start with Morton's. I needed a haircut anyhow.
When I walked inside the front door, I felt like I was entering a Smithsonian exhibit. Everything was as it must have been when the place opened 50 or 60 years ago. To my left, by the large front windows, sat a half dozen waiting chairs — worn wooden chairs like teachers used to sit in — all empty. 
A barber had just finished cutting a man’s hair. The barber wore a light blue barbershop shirt with the name “Bill Morton” stitched onto his pocket. He was a slight man, standing no more than 5’7”. The other man had a round face and a bushy white mustache. He pulled out his wallet and paid Morton. 
“May I help you, sir?” said Mr. Morton. 
“I’d like a haircut,” I said.
“Surely,” he said. “The cost is eight dollars. Have a seat”
I sat. He covered me with a cape.
“Anything special?” said Morton.
“Just a trim,” I said. 
“A trim’s only four dollars,” he said.
We sat there in silence as Morton cut my hair. 
“There’s talk about having an event to commemorate the fact that Lewis and Clark started their journey west right here in Maryville?” he said to Morton. 
“That so?” said Morton.
“Maryville was once a town known for building wooden river barges,” said Albert to me. “Lewis and Clark had one built here and when it was done, they loaded it with provisions and set off down the Monongahela River and onward to the Ohio River into the new territory.”
“I’ve lived in Pittsburgh all my life and didn’t know that,” I said.
“They said that in those days the fishing on the Monongahela was incredible,” said Albert. “You could cast a rod with an earth worm and come up with a 30-pound bass or a catfish that could feed your family for a week.” 
“I used to fish the Monongahela as a boy with my daddy,” said Morton. “By the time I was 20, it wasn't the same. The industrialization along the river damaged the water so bad, if you caught yourself a six inch catfish you were jumping for joy.”
He talked while clipping my hair expertly.
“A lot of folks forget how polluted Pittsburgh used to be,” continued Albert. “What hurt the rivers wasn’t so much the pollution and discharges from the mills. It was the acid that ran from flood coal mines that did the real damage.”
“Interesting,” I said.
“So what brings you to Maryville?” said Albert.
“I'm looking for a woman named Erin Miller,” I said. “She made a phone call from that pay phone across the street a little over an hour ago. Did you see her?” 
They said nothing.  
“This isn’t such a big town,” I continued. “I imagine an attractive young woman might stand out in the public square.” 
Morton kept on clipping, but said nothing. 
“Have you seen two men around town, one big with black curly hair, the other small with red hair?”
Morton shook his head.
“Right now, I have reason to suspect the woman is in trouble,” I said. “I need to find her.”
“We wish we could help you, but we saw nothing,” said Morton.
Morton shaved my neck with a straight razor, clipped the hair in my lobes and then dusted me off with talcum powder. I felt 10 pounds lighter. I gave him a 15 dollars and handed him my card. 
“Please call me if you see anything,” I said before heading out the door.
 
 



 
Chapter #8
 
 The white tile walls and floor inside Wilson’s Diner had cracked over the years — the red tables and countertops had faded — but the coffee smelled fresh and the small diner was clean and orderly. 
A banana split pie, behind a glass cover, made my mouth water. The “special” board featured a T-bone dinner with a baked potato, green beans and coffee for only $8.75.
But there was no sign of Wilson. 
I walked to the end of the counter and picked up that morning's paper and began to read the sports section. A few moments later, I heard a toilet flush and heard some large, pounding feet move their way up the steps from the cellar. I heard the kitchen sink turn on full blast, while somebody, probably Wilson, washed his hands in hot soapy water. I heard the water turn off. 
Wilson appeared behind the counter, a big man who could be mistaken as the older brother of Pittsburgh Steeler’s football legend Mean Joe Green.
“Sorry, mister. Didn’t hear you come in.”
“No hurry,” I said. “That T-bone dinner looks great, but, considering I’ve not had my breakfast yet, may I have it with some eggs and hash browns?”
Wilson nodded. 
“How you like your eggs?” he said.
“Scrambled with some peppers and provolone. A cup of coffee would be great, too.”
Wilson poured a fresh cup of coffee and set it in front of me, then walked over to the grill, his back to me. I poured in some fresh cream and took a sip. Delicious. The back of my head was still tender — the bumps still throbbed — but the fresh coffee made me forgot about it a little.
“Charming place you have here,” I said. “The world could always use more diners.”
He was a master chef at the grill. He retrieved a thick, fresh cut of T-bone from the fridge and tossed it on the grill, then went to work on the eggs.
“Well, I could use one less diner,” he said, laughing. “You want some toast?”
“No, thanks,” I said. “How long you had this place?”
“I bought it in ’73. Got laid off from the steel mills one time too many and decided I’d had enough. The old fellow who had it before me was ready to sell and we worked out a deal.” 
He scrambled the eggs and mixed in the pepper, mushrooms and provolone and tossed the mix onto the grill, causing it to sizzle. A few moments later, he set a large plate before me with the most beautiful steak, eggs and hash-brown breakfast I’d ever seen.  
“Need anything else?” he said. 
“I’m looking for a woman,” I said. “Her name is Erin Miller. She made a phone call from the payphone across the street earlier this morning.” 
“Don’t believe I’ve seen her.”
“She may have been with two men,” I continued, “one big with the black hair, the other small with red hair.”
“Sorry, haven’t seen them,” he said. 
His eyes darted toward the front window.
I turned to look. There was nothing there.
“I'll be closing shortly,” he said. 
My mouth was watering, but I had an uneasy sense.
“Why not make this a to go order,” I said.
Wilson got everything packed in a Styrofoam container and a white paper bag. He handed it to me and I paid him. 
“The woman may be in trouble, Mr. Wilson. Can you call me if you see her?” 
I set my card on the countertop, then walked out the door.
“Have a good day,” said Wilson as he closed the door behind me.
As I walked down Main Street, I heard a car motor roar. To my right, I saw a black Crown Victoria coming at me. 
I dived onto the sidewalk across the street and tumbled behind a light pole just before the car roared past. The car made a quick turn onto a side street before I could see its plate or its driver.  
I got to my feet and dusted myself off.
My meal didn’t fare so well. It was spread all over the sidewalk.
So that’s what John Preston’s demise was really about, I thought: a conspiracy to keep me from eating. 
 
 



 
Chapter #9 
 
The Pioneer Pub & Grill sits on a side street in Washington, PA a half block from the Washington County court house — nearly 30 miles from downtown Pittsburgh. It is the establishment of choice for the town’s judges, prosecutors and others in Washington County’s law-enforcement community. 
Long-time Washington County Coroner J.W. Green was a fixture there.
 “Well if it isn’t my favorite pub-owning PI,” he said, his capped teeth glowing brightly as he shouted at me from his regular spot in the back of the restaurant. 
Green, a mortician by trade, owned three funeral homes, a half dozen fast-food restaurants and a chain of coin-operated car-washes. Unlike Allegheny County, which encompasses Pittsburgh, the smaller counties surrounding do not require their coroners to be medical doctors, J.W. ran for, and won, every election to his seat going back to the late 1980s.
“Good to see you, J.W.” I said as I approached him. “The regular?”
He nodded. I asked the bartender to put a Johnny Walker Red on my tab and an iced tea for myself. 
“To what do we owe this honor?” he said, playing to the cast of regulars sitting on either side of him.  
 “May I have a few private words with you?” I said.
“Let’s go to my satellite office,” he said leading me back to the billiard room, two glasses of scotch in his hands. He flipped on the light and closed the glass pocket doors shut. 
“I had a visit by a woman this morning who told me she’d visited you this morning.” 
“Yes, a lovely girl,” he said. “She approached me in the hallway as I was leaving the municipal building. I’d initially thought she was Preston’s sister or some distant family member, but she said that wasn’t the case. She wouldn’t tell me how she knew Preston — just that she knew him.”
“What did you talk about?” I said.
“She had an odd story to tell. She said he would never take his own life and that she could prove he was murdered. She wanted me to come to her house to show me the evidence?”
“Your response?”
“I was taken aback. All of us working on cases involving famous people have calls and visits from unusual people. I was at first disappointed that a lady as lovely as she would fall into that camp, but I have to admit she didn’t seem like an oddball entirely. She seemed very convincing. I told her to take any concerns she had to the Maryville Chief of Police. As you know, all we coroners care about is determining the cause and manner of death. If foul play is involved, that is the business of the police and district attorney’s office.”
“She didn’t happen to leave any contact information with you?” I said.
“No, our discussion was brief,” he said. “There was nothing I was able to share with her. And, as far as I’m concerned, the Preston case is pretty clear — regardless of what any conspiracy theorists would like to think. Goodness, we have been getting enough grief from Elizabeth Preston, who refuses to accept what her husband did.”
“I have experienced Elizabeth’s persistence first hand,” I said.
 “Well, we’re still awaiting toxicology results, but the preliminary findings are pointing to a fairly clear suicide.” 
“I visited the Maryville Chief of Police but she refused to share any details with me.” 
“There isn’t much to share, really. She has a witness who saw Preston park his car on the bridge then jump — a night fisherman, sitting on a sunken river barge below the bridge, saw the whole thing. So it’s cut-and-dried. As for the medical examination, we hired Doc Milaskovich to do that, as our county always does with the big cases. Almost everything he found is consistent with suicide.”
“Almost?”
“Doc tells me the cause of death is drowning, but says the manner is not clear enough to be suicide based on his evaluation,” said J.W. “He identified a few things that could potentially point to other manners of death, but you know how incredibly thorough Doc can be.” 
I laughed out loud. I’d known Doc many years and J.W.’s statement was true.
“What things?” I said.
“Well, he said the buttons were torn on Preston’s suit. Preston wore brand new shoes that had scuff marks on the toes. Doc says it’s possible the buttons could have got snagged on debris in the water and that the shoes could have got scraped when Preston was submerged.”
“Interesting.”
 “But the Maryville chief tells me Preston’s business associates said he’d been depressed,” he said. “Her report is not yet final, but like I said, this one has suicide written all over it.”
“As interesting as Preston’s case may be, all I’m interested in is finding Erin Miller. Did you see her get into a car? Is there anything you know of that could help me find her?”
“Sorry, no. She approached me in the hallway as I was headed out the front door of the municipal building to a meeting. If not for that, I might have gone with her to her home — she was quite a looker. I offered to walk her out, but she hesitated.”
“Hesitated?”
“Yeah, like she was worried about going out the front door. After we parted, she walked out of the back of the building.”
“Since we’re on the subject, any chance of you sharing the name of the witness who saw Preston jump?” I said.
“That is information is not public information as of yet. The police report is not complete. This person’s name is not intended to be shared with civilians.”
J.W. grinned, his teeth glowing.
“There may be a Johnny Walker Black Label in it for you.”
His grin widened.
“What I meant to say is there may be a Johnny Walker Blue Label in it for you.”
He laughed.
And then gave me the witness’s name. 



 
Chapter #10 
 
It was late in the evening when I arrived back to Maryville. I drove slowly across the Maryville Bridge with my truck windows open. The water below was serene as reflections from street lights danced across its surface. 
I took the hard right at the end of the bridge and descended into the heart of town. I left the truck in the lot by the bank and walked down a narrow path toward the sunken river barge that lined the river bank — the barge that Morton and Albert told me about in the barber shop, where the night fisherman had been fishing the night Preston died.
As I walked to the edge of the sunken barge, I came across a man sitting in a fold-out chair. There was a cooler next to him and a camper's lantern burning bright on the ground. He had a line cast into the river with the rod tied to the arm of his chair. He nibbled on a sandwich and sipped coffee out of a thermos. 
“Evening,” he said, chuckling. “Not much biting tonight. Everybody else gave up, but I have a sense they’ll be biting soon.”
I smiled.
“I never could muster the patience to be much of an angler,” I said.
“Have a seat on the cooler and cast a line. Got a spare rod in my truck.”
“Thank you,” I said. “But I didn’t come to fish. I’m looking for Pete Hartley. I’m told he’s a legendary night fishermen in these parts.”
He chuckled.
“I don’t know what you’ve been drinking but the legendary Peter Hartley is as successful outwitting catfish in the dark as he has been at wooing women and acquiring great riches. But he’s not here.”
“My name is Sean McClanahan,” I said, shaking his hand. 
I hoped for him to tell me his name. He didn’t.
“What brings you all the way to our world-famous Maryville sunken barge at this late hour?”
“I’m a private investigator. I came to inquire about the death of John Preston.”
“I’ll be daggone,” he said, chuckling some more. “A big-city private eye come all the way to our little town to talk about Mr. Preston.”
“I understand that Mr. Hartley was fishing at this very spot the night that Preston went over that bridge,” I said. “I would like to hear firsthand what he witnessed.”
He took a long sip of coffee, then set the thermos in the arm of his chair. The water splashed gently along the side of the barge. 
“Wish I could help you, mister, but Pete Hartley ain’t here.” 
I was fairly certain the old man was Pete Hartley, but knew that the wily old fellow had no intention of talking with me. I tried to bluff him.
“Bill Morton told me I could find Mr. Hartley down here tonight.”
“That so,” he said. “Now I was fishing with Bill earlier tonight. Albert and Mr. Wilson were here, too. I imagine if Bill told you these things it would have arisen in our conversation earlier this evening. I’m thinking you are imagining things.”
He laughed hard, then began coughing. 
“Damn coal mines,” he said. “Forty-two years under the ground and all I got to show for it is this damn cough.”
“I sure wish Mr. Hartley were here,” I said. “I’m trying to locate Erin Miller. She may be in trouble.”
“And you think this Mr. Hartley has some information that will help you find the young lady?”
How did he know she was a young lady? 
“I don’t know what to think or where to begin,” I said. “That’s why I’m sitting on this sunken barge in the dark.”
“Well, maybe you’ve come to the right place, after all. Any time I hit a bad patch in life, I come here and cast a few lines. I always find the answer right here along these banks.” 
I stood and shook his hand.
“Perhaps we’ll meet again soon,” I said. 
“Nice to meet you,” he said.
He got a hearty bite on his line and gradually reeled in a fat catfish. He held it up to show me, then set it free. 
I walked up the path to my truck too tired to wonder why everyone in Maryville was so unwilling to talk to me — particularly Peter Hartley, who witnessed the final moments of John Preston’s life.
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Chapter #11 
 
I got back to the pub well after midnight. The pub had been closed and Maureen was at home.
I walked to the bar and poured myself a fresh pint of Guinness and set it on the table in my favorite booth. As it settled, I turned on the juke box and used my cell phone to order some of my favorite Irish tunes.
I headed back to the kitchen. I put some olive oil in a cast iron skillet and tossed in onions, mushrooms, green and red peppers, spinach and anything else I could find. I sautéed them for a spell, then cracked four eggs over top of them and sprinkled in some fresh mozzarella. As the eggs cooked, I cut two thick pieces of fresh-baked wheat bread, coated them with butter and put them in the broiler. I soon had a delicious meal and carried it out to my table and seated myself.
My Guinness had settled perfectly by the time I’d returned. I took a glorious sip, then devoured my breakfast/lunch/dinner. I began feeling so grand, I poured a second pint and returned to my seat to think through the day’s unusual events.
Who in the heck was Erin Miller and where was she? And where did my new black and red haired pals come from? Were they driving the black Crown Vic that tried to run me down?
What was going on in Maryville? The chief wasn’t cooperative. Morton, Wilson and Hartley were awfully tight-lipped. 
The Washington County Coroner didn’t give me much to go on.  
The only thing that was certain was that a perfectly-poured pint of Guinness sat before me. I took a hearty sip.
“Ramblin Rover,” by Andy Stewart, played next on the juke box. I’d met Stewart once while he was touring through Pittsburgh and enjoyed a few pints with him. The lyrics of his famous song filled me with calm:
 
“There are sober men in plenty,
And drunkards barely 20,
There are men of over ninety
That have never yet kissed a girl.
But give me a ramblin' rover,
From Orkney down to Dover.
We’ll roam the country over
And together we'll face the world.”
 
After a few minutes, drowsiness overcame me. I turned off the juke box and shut off the lights in the pub.
This rambling rover needed a good rest to face an uncertain world the following day. 
I walked up the stairs to my apartment above the pub and slept like the dead. 
 
 
 





 
Chapter #12 
On Monday morning, Bob Meinert was idling his pontoon boat in his dock on the Ohio River. He saw me as I walked down his driveway.
“It’s about time you checked out the new boat,” he said, smiling. 
After he’d lost his wife of more than 50 years, Bob built his A-frame dream home on the banks of the Ohio River just north of Pittsburgh. 
“Hop on board,” he said. 
I sat in the chair next to his captain’s seat in the back of the boat and set two cups of coffee and a donut box on the table that sat between us.
“Nice boat,” I said, as I examined the leather upholstery and wood-trimmed ceiling. “I brought some provisions in case we get stranded.”
As I said earlier, Bob had many years of experience as one of Allegheny County’s most highly regarded homicide commanders with both the Allegheny County Police and the Allegheny County District Attorney’s Office. He co-founded CSI Corporate Security & Investigations, one of Pittsburgh’s most respected private-investigation firms, and had the database-search resources two-bit private eyes like me can only dream about. 
He backed the boat out of the dock and we were soon enjoying a nice morning breeze as the boat powered its way down river.
I pulled one of two large cappuccinos and gave one to him, then picked up the other and begin to sip.
“Got a favor to ask,” I said.
“That’s good news because now I owe you one,” he said as he smiled and sipped the coffee. 
I filled him in on all of my experiences to date. 
“And I thought my weekend was filled with activity,” said Bob, laughing. 
“What do you think?” 
“I know of the big man and small man who visited you at the pub.”
“You do?”
Bob nodded.
“They are a couple of low-to-mid-level mobsters, whose ancestors had been local toughs,” he said. “Both men are mid-level associates, who have their hands in the typical mob activities — loan sharking, prostitution, numbers and drugs. The big man’s name is Tony. He is the enforcer. The little man’s name is Terry. He is called ‘the chemist.’ He has been known to set up small drug operations and sometimes uses narcotics to kill.”
“Lovely,” I said.
“Big Tony and Little Terry have kept trying to go big in Pittsburgh but the feds always shut them down before they could get rolling,” said Bob. “It looks like they’re finally making some progress now that the feds have shifted resources away from organized crime activities toward counter terrorism.”
“Because of 911 and growing terrorist incidents in America, no doubt?”
“Yes, unfortunately. Look, the Mafia blossomed during Prohibition in the 20s and 30s under Prohibition. When it was repealed, the mob had to expand into other areas — gambling, loan-sharking, prostitution, protection rackets and illicit drugs. By the late 1960s business was booming and the feds finally began moving in.”
“The 1970 RICO act?”
“That’s right. It allowed prosecutors to go after crime families and their sources of revenue, both legal and illegal. That act, along with stiff penalties for distributing drugs, led to the Mafia’s downfall. To avoid lengthy prison sentences, mob members began breaking their sacred codes. They joined the Witness Relocation Program and testified against their own.”
“The good old days,” I said, laughing.
“During the 80s and 90s, several high-level mobsters were convicted and sent away for life,” continued Bob. “Those who weren’t sent away are aging or are no longer among us. But since the terrorist attacks on 911, significant resources have been moved away from organized crime. Add to that the heroin epidemic gripping the nation and small time toughs have seen no shortage of opportunity to grow their business everywhere, including right here in Pittsburgh. However, the heroin problem has finally got so bad the feds are finally starting to crack down.”
“Do you know where Tony and Terry might be holed up?”
“I don’t. Though if Erin Miller said she saw the two men in Maryville — and a black Crown Vic like the one that tried to run you down in Maryville — I imagine Maryville is the first place to look for them.”
“All I care about at the moment is finding Erin Miller,” I said. “And that is the favor I have to ask you. Can you run some searches through the database services you subscribe to? Erin told me she and Preston lived in Donora. That is all I have to go on.” 
“Sure, I can help. Not to state the obvious, but did you check the white pages or search for her online?”
“Maureen and I did some online searching, but we found nothing. We found lots of Millers, but no Erin Millers in Donora, PA.”
“And nothing turned up on social media?” he said.
“Not a thing,” I said. “We couldn’t find anything about Erin. As for Preston, his social media was likely managed by his company. It was all about promoting the business. There was nothing on his personal life. It’s almost as if Preston and Erin Miller were trying to hide from the world.” 
“Well, we’ll see what we can turn up. We’re not permitted to search credit reports, bank records or driver’s license records, but we can search criminal records, marriage records, birth records and many other things.”
“I want to know where Erin Miller was born, when she was born, where she went to school, everything,” I said. “I want to know her married name, maiden name or her real name. While you’re at it, I want you to find out everything you can about John Preston. I need an address. I need to find this woman pronto and make sure she’s OK.”
Bob nodded.
“As you can see, my semi-retired schedule is awfully full these days. I'll do it as quickly as I can. But there is one more thing you need to be clear on.”
“Yes?”
“The new crop of mobsters is a violent bunch. Tony and Terry don’t operate by the same moral code as the Italian Mafia did. They’ll kill you as soon as look at you.”



 
Chapter #13 
 
Elizabeth Preston’s home — the old Heinz family summer mansion — was magnificent. It was located in Squirrel Hill, a well-to-do community east of the city, where the steel and coal-mining barons erected spectacular homes.
I drove up the long, winding driveway and parked under the veranda. The mansion was modest summer home by the standards of Pittsburgh's 20th century industrial elite, but was a large, spectacular home by any other measure.   
I pressed the doorbell button and heard expensive bells chime. After a few minutes — about the point when I began to think no one was home — I heard footsteps approaching. The large oak door opened slowly. 
There stood Mrs. Elizabeth Preston in a silk robe.
“Good morning,” she said, smiling. “Please come in.”
I followed her into a foyer the size of a racquetball court. Two grand staircases curled up either side of the room, a whole hardwood forest had been felled to carve the elaborate woodwork that lined them. We walked past the living room — a magnificent room with high ceilings, polished hardwood floors and expensive antique furniture — into the study. A small bar lined the side wall. Several leather-bound books adorned the shelves, which were built into three walls of the office.    
Elizabeth sat on a brown leather couch and patted the cushion next to her, inviting me to sit next to her. The belt on her robe unraveled and the top of her robe loosened. I had sense she might not be wearing anything beneath her robe. 
“I’m so glad you agreed to take my case,” she said smiling.
I smiled. I still had no desire to take her case, but would raise the matter another time.
“I need more information about John.” I said. “Do you have access to his cell phone or cell phone records?”
“John’s phone was in his car and now in the possession of the Maryville chief. His phone was provided through the company so if you want access to his phone records, you’ll have to go to his business partner.”
“Victoria Hall?” I said.
“Yes.”
“How about his laptop computer?” I said.
“The company provided that, too. His computer may be at the office. I don’t know for sure. Good luck getting assistance from Hall though. She’s such a witch.”
“I’ll deal with her later,” I said. “But there is one other thing I need to ask you and it may be difficult for you.”
She smiled, eager to please.
“How was your marriage?” I said.
“My marriage?
“Did John have relationships with other women?” 
Her face went pale. 
“Why would you ask me that?” she said, her eyes beginning to tear up.
I told her what Erin Miller had told me — that she and John lived together in Donora, PA. 
“Is it possible Erin Miller is telling the truth about John?”
“Are you suggesting John would cheat on me?”
“Maybe this woman is delusional,” I said. “But maybe she knew him some way.”  
Elizabeth began sobbing. 
 “Why do you have to be so mean?”  
I found the nearest bathroom and located a box of tissues. I brought the tissues out to her and set them on her lap. She pulled several tissues from the box and dabbed her eyes. Her robe loosened some more.
“I'm sorry,” I said. “I need to find this woman and I need any information that can help.”
“This is so hard for me — so embarrassing.”
“Embarrassing?” I said.
Her crying turned into wailing.
“Don't you see how humiliating this is?” she said. “That we have been living a lie for so many years? That John left me to be with so many young pretty girls.”
“He left you?”
“Four years ago. I can barely talk about it. You must promise to tell no one.”
“Did you tell this to the Maryville chief of police?”
She nodded.
“Did the chief question your whereabouts the night John died?”
“Why would she do that?”
“Because John’s behavior with other woman makes you a potential suspect in his death?”
“Suspect! I would never hurt John.”
“John Preston was the world's leading relationship expert. You were his happy wife in his cable broadcasts and seminars. You're telling me it was staged?”
She wailed more.
“We loved each other once,” she said, trying to catch her breath. “We had to stay together in public for the sake of our clients. We’d helped so many people rekindle their love for each other. But he hadn’t lived in our home for four years. He had an apartment above his office in Maryville.”
“How many women was he involved with?”
“I don't know. He protected me from his other life. He never wanted to hurt me, so he protected me. He was not perfect, but I loved him.”
“Do you think he was involved with Erin Miller?”
“I don't know, I don't know, I don't know.”
She blew her nose again.
“Did John have any close friends he might have confided in who may have known Erin?”
“Close male friends, you mean? No. I used to be his closest friend.”
“Who might know?”
“Hall would know. She managed everything for him — even his bimbos. But she is a bad woman and not to be trusted. Did you know she is keeping all the money? I get nothing.”
“What money?”
“Hall told me that because John committed suicide, his insurance policy won't pay me the $5 million it would have paid if he’d died of natural causes or by accident. When he died, Victoria Hall became the sole owner of the firm they shared. She gets everything.”
“And you get nothing?”
“I was getting half of John’s salary, but that will dry up soon. Hall said his business is worthless now that he is dead, but I don’t believe anything she says. That’s why I think she killed him.”
Elizabeth began hyperventilating.
Hold me,” she said.
“What?”
“Hold me.”
She jumped off the couch and grabbed me. She pulled me back toward the couch and I was soon sitting next to her as she held me tightly.
“I will talk to Victoria Hall,” I said.
“He didn’t kill himself,” said Elizabeth. “You have to find the truth.”
After a few minutes, her breathing evened out. I was able to free myself from her clutches.  
As I stood, her robe belt caught against my clothes and pulled loose. Her bare lady parts, in all of their surgically-enhanced splendor, spilled into the room.
I was right about one thing. She was not a natural blonde. 
At least I’d solved one mystery.  



 
Chapter #14 
 
Victoria Hall agreed to meet with me that afternoon at her office at the Maryville, PA headquarters of John Preston Enterprises. 
The perimeter of the former industrial campus was surrounded by rusting barbed-wire fences. Inside the fence there were six buildings, one in the center of the campus and the other five lining the river. There were also several idle construction vehicles sitting around mounds of gravel and uprooted earth.  
There was a security phone at the gate with a sign instructing visitors to call. I called. A buzzer sounded and the gate opened. I drove inside the gate, parked and walked to the front door of the main building, where I was buzzed in.
Inside, a woman sat behind a large chrome counter. Her hair was short and black, her movements precise and focused as she studied the paperwork on her desk. A nametag pinned to her shirt spelled “Rosie Ramirez.”
“Hello, Rosie Ramirez, I have an appointment with Victoria Hall.”
She looked up at me, all business.
“Sign the register, please,” she said, looking back to her paperwork.
“Some people know me as Sean McClanahan, famous local TV private eye,” I said smiling.
She pressed the buzzer on her phone, unimpressed.
“What?” said a gravely female voice through the speaker.
“Mr. McClanahan is here.”
“Send him up.” 
“Take the elevator to the third floor,” said Rosie. “Ms. Hall’s office will be to your immediate right.”
I smiled, but she reciprocate.   
When the elevator doors opened on the third floor, I was greeted by a wall of windows to the left. They offered a fine view of the river and the majestic Maryville Bridge a few hundred yards away. 
I turned to the right and stood at the doorway to Hall’s office. She sat behind her desk, studying her computer screen. She let me stand there 30 seconds — what seemed like minutes — before acknowledging my presence. 
I used the time to study abstract paintings that adorned the walls. On one wall featured a large painting that depicted, I think, a baby grand piano with breasts sitting in a tree. 
Finally, Hall rose and reached across her desk to shake my hand. She was no taller than 5’3” and probably weighed 200 lbs. She wore a bright red sweater and black slacks.
 “Ms. Hall, I'm grateful you agreed to take time to meet me. My name is Sean —”
 “Look, jackass, I did some checking on you. I’m only giving you a few minutes of my precious time to issue you a warning: This discussion in particular, and my business partner’s unfortunate demise in general, better not end up in your little TV reports. Now what do you want to know about Preston, the selfish little prick whose suicide has destroyed the business I built?”
She sat. I sat in a white leather chair across from her.
I’d done some checking on her, too. She got her MBA from the University of Pennsylvania, according to Forbes. She specialized in turning struggling companies around. Her early work was for smaller companies — bakeries, machine shops, small manufacturing companies — before she moved on to larger firms. Preston’s global firm was to be her crown jewel.
“You don’t sound as fond of the world’s leading relationship expert as I would have expected.”
“What’s there to be fond of? I made the twit. His business was sunk before I came in and built it into a multi-million dollar success. I managed 80 staff members, who only seem to know how to complain, especially the thankless morons in customer service and order entry. And what do I get for all my hard work? The little prick jumps off a bridge.”
“You’re certain he took his own life?”
“Well, he was the one who jumped, wasn’t he? I had big plans. We were in the process of renovating this dump of a factory to make it a showpiece.”
“The barbed wire fences offer an inviting touch.”
“Look, smartass, the contractor kept those fences up to protect his equipment and materials during construction — and now everything is halted. Hell, I had plans to revitalize this entire riverfront. Now my dream is gone. The prick.”
“Why don’t I save us both some time,” I said. “I’m looking for a woman named Erin Miller.”  
“Never heard of her.”
“Elizabeth Preston conceded that John may have had dalliances with other women, and also that you were keen to keep them out of the media.”   
“That’s who you’re working for? Elizabeth Preston is a kook. She tell you why she hired you?”
“She thinks Preston was murdered.”
“She needs to believe that, you moron. Preston’s insurance won't pay on a suicide. She's broke. She spent every dime Preston ever gave her on that stupid mansion. She desperately needs the insurance pay out.”
“Won’t she inherit John's share of this business?”
“There’s nothing to inherit, genius. Sure, we've had an odd surge in orders since Preston died — who knows why there are so many sickos in the world — but it will dwindle down and die off soon. Preston screwed both of us good.”
“Both of you?”  
 “His suicide nullified my $5 million insurance payoff, too — which was designed to protect me, his partner, in the event that the world’s leading relationship expert were to croak. I get nothing — except for whatever we can liquidate out of this dump. Now can we move this little interview along so I can get back to work?” 
“You and your employees told the Maryville chief of police that Preston was depressed?”
“Sure, he was a moody little bastard.”
“What was he going to discuss at his press conference?”
“What press conference?”
“Elizabeth told me he had scheduled an impromptu press conference. She said she had plans to meet him for lunch the day of that was going to have the conference — that he had been happier and more excited than she’d ever seen him — but he never showed.”
“I don’t know anything about any press conference. All I know is the little prick ruined everything.”
“When was the last time you saw him?”
“That assclown hadn’t been in his office for weeks.”
“You didn’t have any meetings with him before he died?
“Are you listening? I hadn’t talked to him in weeks. He appeared hung over half the time I did see him. He spent a lot of time in his private apartment sleeping it off.”
“You wouldn’t have a record of the women who visited — a registry like the one I just signed?” I said.
“This isn’t the Hilton Hotel. He probably brought most of them in through the back door anyhow.”
“I imagine the press would have a field day with that information,” I said. 
“I couldn’t care less about the world finding out about Preston’s peccadilloes now, with the exception that it would kill the surge of business that is coming in. That money is needed to help us shut this place down and sell off the assets.”
“So he had some magic with the ladies?”
“I can’t explain it,” said Hall. “They waited for him after his speeches and seminars, phoned this office constantly, mailed letters, and you wouldn't believe the email he got.”
“What kind of email?”
“Women telling him they were in love with him, that they needed to talk with him, that they wanted to avail themselves to him. It was sickening.”
“He didn’t receive any hate mail?” I said.
“Oh, he got his fair share of negative mail, too. He agitated about half as many people as he made happy. There were women's groups who felt that he marginalized and stereotyped women and men's groups who felt he did the same to men — not that I give a whit.”
“And of all these women, you have no recollection of any woman named Erin Miller?” 
“Look, I had to cover up so many of the little bastard's relationships — I had to make some sizable payoffs to keep a good many of them out of the tabloids — I can't remember every one of them.” 
I stood and walked over to the window to take in the view.
“You said he got a lot of phone calls from strangers?” I continued. “You keep records of who called?” 
“Do I look like Homeland Security? Do you know how many people have contacted this business since I got here four years ago?” 
“But there are records?”
“My staff spent hours tracking information down for the Maryville police. We kept a file of the letters he received in the mail. We also printed out all of the emails that were sent to him through our general email address and his company email address.”
“Mrs. Preston told me John’s laptop and cell phone were provided through the company?” 
“Yes, but we gave his laptop to the chief. She already had his business cell phone. She retrieved that from his vehicle.” 
“You can share all of John’s letters and email with me?”
“Why the hell should I give it to you?”
“Because I'll promise to leave you alone as soon as you do.”
“You sure do know the way to a woman's heart,” said Hall.
She picked up her phone and ordered Rosie to prepare the information.
“You’re in luck,” she said. “Rosie made a duplicate copy of all of Preston’s information, but the police chief only wanted the one set. It will be waiting for you downstairs as you leave.” 
I stood up and headed toward the door. Before I exited, I turned back to Hall.  
“I have one other request.”
“What?”
“I’d like to see John’s penthouse apartment before I go.”
“Oh, hell, whatever.”
She pressed a button on her phone.
“Rosie, show McClanahan Preston’s apartment before he leaves.”
“Yes, Ms. Hall,” said Rosie through the speaker.
“Are we done here?” said Hall.
“Just one more thing?” 
“What’s that?”
I pointed to the abstract painting hanging on the wall across from her.
“Is that a piano with breasts sitting in a tree?”
 
 



 
Chapter #15 
 
Rosie had the requested materials packed and ready to go when I returned to the lobby. 
“You can pick the box up after I give you a tour of John’s apartment,” she said walking to the elevator. 
She was silent as we rode the elevator to the top floor. Was it my breath?
She unlocked the door and we walked inside. The apartment was a modest efficiency design — the size and shape of an extended-stay hotel room with a bed on one side, a couch and chair on the other and a kitchenette and bathroom in the back.
More noteworthy was that clothing and couch pillows and torn newspapers and magazines were strewn about the living room floor. The closet door was open, the blinds covering the single-pane window that offered a view of the Maryville Bridge 200 yards away, tattered and bent. 
“This is Mr. Preston’s private residence at the office building,” said Rosie as we entered the living room.
“Luxurious,” I said. “And clean.”
She walked about the room adjusting lampshades, closing drawers and moving pieces of furniture back into place. I followed behind. Suddenly, she grabbed my arm, pulled me into the closet, flipped on the closet light and quietly closed the door.
“We must stop meeting like this,” I said.
“Quiet,” she said. “It wouldn’t surprise me if this closet is bugged, too. My husband and I watch your news reports. Did you come to investigate John’s death?”
“No,” I said. “I’m looking for a woman John may or may not have known. Do you know a woman named Erin Miller?”
“No, but I know more about John than anyone here. I was his first employee. And, until Hall arrived, John relied on me to run all aspects of the business. I guarantee you he did not take his own life. But we cannot talk here. I will tell you more as soon as I can, but do not attempt to contact me. I will contact you.”
I nodded.
She opened the closet door and continued the tour.
“Is there anything else you want me to show you?” she said.
“I’m good,” I said.
She turned, eager to usher me back out the door. I followed her. She didn’t speak as we took the elevator down to the lobby — didn’t say a word until she walked behind the counter and sat in her seat.
“Please don’t forget the box of contents you requested,” she said.
I picked up the box.
“Thanks for the tour,” I said and left.



 
Chapter #16 
 
Maureen and I had just sat in the booth in the back of the pub, when my Uncle Mick entered through the front door.
His John Wayne frame eclipsed the light coming through the front door. He ran his large paw through his perfectly trimmed white hair — congressman’s hair — then walked up to the waiters' station and poured himself a mug of coffee.
“Coffee?” he said, turning to us. We nodded. He filled three mugs, brought them to us with a silver creamer, then pulled up a chair and sat. 
“I hear you’ve had a rough couple of days,” he said, as he wrapped his paw around his coffee mug and took a good swallow.  
Mick had been legendary Commander of Pittsburgh's Major Crimes Unit, though many years before I became a homicide detective. He played a key role in guiding my success as a detective.
“It’s my fault they got off with Erin Miller,” I said, pouring some cream in my coffee and stirring it.
“You’re being hard on yourself,” he said. “You got clunked on the back of the noggin with a blackjack. So what have you learned so far?”
I brought him and Maureen up to speed on everything I’d experienced — and how I needed their assistance to search Preston’s records for any potential lead.
“Makes sense to me, Kid,” said Mick. 
He called anyone younger than him “kid.”
“I can’t tell you how many cases we cracked by finding pieces of paper in people’s garbage,” he continued. “Let’s get to work.” 
For the next few hours, we read through print outs of Preston’s phone logs, email and letters. At one point, Mick began laughing out loud. 
“There are some nutty notes in here, but this one's a beauty,” said Mick. “This woman wants to know if Preston will come to her house and tell her husband how to be a better man.”
I smiled. Mick read the letter:
“’Dear Mr. Preston, my husband won't pick up his socks, he won't help with cleaning the house in any way and yet he is in an amorous mood every night. I have read all of your books and watched all of your videos. I've tried to get my husband to do the same, but he refuses. So perhaps if you came here in person, you could talk to him.’”
“If he were my husband, I’d tell him where to put his socks,” said Maureen.
“My missus, rest her sweet soul, never had any challenges in telling me where to put my socks,” said Mick.
Mick was right about many of the emails and letters being nutty. Many writers thanked and praised Preston for helping them find happiness in their relationships. Some praised him for being a good role model to millions, by being so devoted to his own wife — if they only knew.
There were negative email messages and letters, too, just as Victoria Hall said. Some feminist groups wrote him on formal letterhead, saying he was setting back relations between men and women by stereotyping women. Others came from men's groups that criticized Preston for doing the same thing to men. 
Several pots of coffee later we still had found nothing useful.
“Let’s take a break and think this thing through for a minute,” said Mick. “Preston is found dead in Maryville, where his company is located, of an apparent suicide. Erin Miller says she knows Preston and tells the Maryville police chief he’d never commit suicide. The chief dismisses her. Big Tony and Little Terry, two local toughs, apparently follow her from Maryville to the pub, where they abduct her. Chief Sarafino dismisses you. You return to the pub and receive a phone from Erin, telling you it was all a prank. You trace the call to a pay phone in Maryville. You return, but Morton and Wilson won’t talk. A black Crown Vic nearly mows you down. After talking with J.W., you return to Maryville to talk to Peter Hartley, who witnessed Preston’s death, and he won’t talk, either.”
“Meaning that it’s the least talkative town I’ve ever visited?” I said, smiling.
Mick Nodded.
“Now you all know I’m no rocket scientist, but the fine town of Maryville is clearly the nexus in this whole situation,” said Mick. “Look, Elizabeth told you Preston had left her four years prior and admits there were other women. Well, what if Preston had got especially close with Erin Miller? What if Elizabeth learned about it and her jealousy caused her to kill her husband?”
 “It’s plausible,” I said, “but Elizabeth doesn’t strike me as a killer. But Preston left her four years ago. If she was going to seek revenge because of his lady friends, why would she wait four years? Besides, staging a suicide is not for the faint of heart and if Preston did commit suicide, she will be out a cool $5 million in an insurance payout.”
“Then what about Preston’s partner, Victoria Hall?”
“I know very little about Hall except that she has been a very successful business executive who is greatly disliked by Elizabeth and her employee Rosie,” I said. “Rosie told me she will be in touch with me to share some information about Hall.”
“That’s interesting,” said Mick. “Maybe Preston was going to use his press conference to announce something embarrassing to Hall — or harmful to the company she built up. That might make her mad enough to take some action.”
“But why kill your bread winner?” said Maureen. “Without Preston, Hall had no company to run.”
“An interesting point,” said Mick. “But let’s say Preston had it out with Hall and told her he was going to tell the world. Her revenue would have been crushed anyhow. You can’t have the world’s leading relationship expert leaving his TV wife for a younger woman.”
“But Hall said business was booming since Preston died,” I said. “She attributed it to morbid curiosity and souvenir seekers.” 
“Whatever the case, the business is going to go down one way or the other,” said Mick. “So maybe she whacks him. She certainly would have motive.”
“She’s a small woman,” I said. “Even though Preston was a slight man, I don’t see her tossing him over a bridge.”
“Well, maybe she has some hired hands.”
“Speculation is fun,” I said, “and it is a fun game for retired homicide detectives, but what I need now is information that can lead me to Erin Miller.”
“Well,” said Mick, “that’s what I’m getting at. Look, J.W. told you that Doc has identified some loose ends as he completes Preston’s autopsy. If the evidence shows Preston may have been killed — that is, if Doc can’t confirm that the manner of Preston’s death was suicide — then there is a killer among us.”
“Go on,” I said.
“Well, if that is the case, there are three potential suspects. The first is unknown, maybe someone who hated Preston’s work. However, suspects two and three would include Victoria Hall or Elizabeth Preston. Catch either one in a big lie and maybe you’ll have located your killer — a realization that will lead you to Erin.”
“Mick is right,” said Maureen. “You need to talk to Doc to find out what really happened to Preston.”
“And while you do that,” said Mick, “Maureen and I will keep searching through these records. There’s got to be a helpful lead in this pile of records somewhere.”
 
 



 
 
Chapter #17 
 
Dr. George Milaskovich, Allegheny County Medical Examiner, sat behind a scuffed-up wooden desk eating a powdered jelly donut. A large pink brain sat in a large, clear jar on the shelf behind him — next to a yellowed human skull. Doc was so focused on the papers scattered about his desk, it took him some time to notice me.  
“Good afternoon,” he said, finally looking up at me. His Coke-bottle glasses caused his large gray eyes to swell then shrink like two blobs in a lava lamp. He set his jelly donut on his desk and stood. He wiped his hand on his pants, then reached out his hand. 
“Good to see you,” I said as we shook.
“To what do I owe this far too-infrequent pleasure?” he said.
“I have a few questions about John Preston.” 
The corners of his mouth worked their way into a toothy grin.
“A doozie of a situation that is.”
He held up the donut box. 
“Donut?”
“No, thanks.”
I brought him up to speed on the events I’d experienced since Erin Miller walked into my pub, then told him what J.W. had shared with me about the autopsy Doc was conducting.
“Is it possible Preston did not commit suicide but perhaps met his end through foul play?” I said.
Doc removed his glasses and leaned back in his chair.
“My role as a forensic pathologist is to look at every case objectively and identify any and every piece of evidence that may or may not be relevant,” he said. “In Preston’s case, yes, I found a few oddities that we cannot explain. As I told J.W., the buttons had been torn off his suit and his brand new leather shoes had deep scuffs on the toes — whereas the heels of these brand-new shoes hadn’t so much as a scratch on them.”
“You said that may have been caused by the elements?” I said.
“Sure, the buttons could have been torn off in the water. His shoes could have scraped rocks or gravel while he was submerged in the water. But there is just enough uncertainty there to make the matter a gray one. I couldn’t rightfully call the manner of death a suicide with 100 percent certainty, as a result. Perhaps suicide in this case is a 95 percent certainty, but that still is not enough to warrant such a ruling.”
“J.W. said that the Maryville chief of police found a witness who saw Preston jump into the river.”
“As I said, that scenario is entirely possible and probably even likely, but I make my autopsy ruling based on my findings. To wit, as the medical examiner in this case, I don’t much care about the police report. As the Washington County Coroner, J.W. is free to take it into account, but I’m recommending to him what I’m recommending.” 
“You aren’t sold on Preston as a suicide, are you?” I said.
Doc smiled.
“We average a half dozen bridge jumpers every year in the Pittsburgh region, and they’re almost always white males,” he said.
“I didn't know that.” 
“Suicide is four times more common among males than females, but more than 75 percent of all suicides are committed by white males. And virtually all bridge jumpers are white males.” 
“Interesting.”  
“Suicide is an interesting subject,” he said. “Aside from this coroner gig, studying it is a hobby of mine. I keep a history of all suicides in Allegheny County dating back to 1901.”
“Really?”
He nodded.
“Last year, we had 139 suicides in Allegheny County. Sixty-six shot themselves in the head. Thirty-five hung themselves. Twelve overdosed on drugs. Two took rat poison. Two slashed their wrists. Eight sucked exhaust fumes. Six jumped from bridges. And two threw themselves in front of trains.”
“Two people ended their lives by jumping in front of a train?” I said.
“Yeah, a gruesome way to go. Blood and limbs splattered along 50 feet of track.”
He held the box up to me again.
“Come on, have a donut.”
“No, thanks.”
“We track all suicide cases in Allegheny County to identify the causes and hopefully help prevent future suicides. But in Preston’s case there are a few things that may be inconsistent with suicide.”
“Go on,” I said. 
“First, why was Preston's body found so close to where it went into the water?”
I shrugged.
“You know from past cases that the will to live is remarkable. Even in the most desperate suicide cases, we know that once a bridge jumper hits the water, his will to live is rekindled and he will do everything he can to stay alive.”
“OK.”
“But if a jumper were to leap off a high bridge, such as the Birmingham Bridge in Pittsburgh’s South Side, he’d likely be so broken up he wouldn’t have much of a chance. Or worse, he could get stuck in the mud on the river floor.”
“That can happen?” 
“Oh, yeah. In the spring, the rains pump so much silt into the Monongahela that the river’s floor is three-feet thick in muck. Don’t you remember the story of Bobby Weiss back in 1968?”
“I don’t,” I said.
“Before your time. Weiss was a high school student whose girlfriend broke up with him at the prom at what was then the Hyatt Hotel. Well, he got drunk and, while walking across the bridge he decided to dive headfirst into the Monongahela. His body sliced through the water and penetrated the muddy river floor like a dart.”
“Wow.”
“It was three months before the muck washed away enough to allow his decomposed body to finally break free and float to the surface,” said Doc. “You sure you don’t want a donut?”
“Positive, thanks.”
“Now here’s what we know about Preston. The weather had been especially dry at the time Preston went into the water — for three weeks prior to that time. That means the river was at a near standstill. And Preston’s body was found very close to where it went in.”
“Which means?”
“He didn’t try to swim for the banks once he hit the water. Very unusual.”
“I’m not following you,” I said.
“The Maryville Bridge has one of the lowest bridge spans on the Monongahela. We only have one recorded suicide on that bridge since it was built in 1948 — a severely drunk man jumped in and was unable to save himself. We had three other reported attempts — these are only the ones we know of — and all three swam safely to the banks. Hell, we’ve heard stories of college Kids jumping off that bridge for fraternity pranks and swimming to the banks without so much as a bruise.”
“And?”
“Well, my autopsy finds that Preston did not suffer any physical damage that would have incapacitated him and prevented him from trying to swim to the bank, yet his body was found just a few feet from where he went in. That would mean he made no effort to save himself.”
“Which might suggest he was unconscious or dead before he went in?” I said. 
“Not bad!”
“But if he was dead before he went in,” I said, “then there would be no traces of river water in his lungs, proving he was murdered.”
“That’s one of the things we checked, of course. The river water was in his lungs. It was the cause of his death. There is one other thing about Preston that has been nagging me, though — something that should interest you. We found a pinprick in his carotid artery.”
“He’d been injected with a needle?”
“It’s possible. We are still awaiting the toxicology results. One potential scenario could be that Preston was drugged, then tossed into the water. Depending on the type of drug and the amount, that could certainly contribute to his drowning.”
“Things seem a little fishy to you?” I said.
“You know, in my line of work things always seem fishy until proven otherwise. I live in a world of certain or uncertain. Though all that we are discussing here now is pure conjecture, it is still in the realm of the possible that the manner of Preston’s death was other than suicide. I haven’t yet completed my autopsy report for J.W. but if I were to file it today I would classify the manner of Preston’s death as uncertain.”
“Other as in a potential homicide?”
Doc smiled.
“You said it, not I. I suppose you’re wondering, then, that if there is a potential homicide here, however slight the odds, then maybe the attractive young woman Erin Miller may not be so crazy as you originally thought?”
I smiled.
“Something like that,” I said. “And if Preston was killed then the killer may lead me to Erin, which is all I care about at the moment.”
“Well, you know that J.W. doesn’t have to rule the cause and manner of death as I would do it were it a case that happened within Allegheny County. In fact, it is unlikely he will rule it as I would. He often ignores much of the details I send to him.”
“He seems to have already made up his mind in that regard,” I said. 
“Nothing I can do about that. But there is one thing I can do for you.”
“What’s that?” I said.
He opened his desk drawer and began rooting around.
“Offer you some beef jerky. I know I got some beef jerky around here somewhere.”
 



 
 
Chapter #18
 
“Kid, I think I may have something,” said Mick as I walked into the pub. 
He handed me a printout of an email that was sent to Preston. It was sent by a man named Adam Clive:
“John, I'm glad you finally got to see how a real man conducts a workshop, as opposed to the feminized ones you have forced on men over the years. Haven't men had enough of such garbage in our highly feminized culture? 
“While I don't expect men to partake in our techniques on a daily basis, we employ them simply to shock the male spirit, to shock their primitive sensibilities, so that they can be restored to a natural equilibrium and balance. That is why we wrestle in the mud and drink whiskey around the campfire and make the occasional sojourn to exotic dancer clubs. 
“The fact is you seemed to be enjoying yourself that night, and I applaud you. I saw that you engaged our favorite waitress in lively conversation. Erin is one of the prettiest young women I have ever seen — despite her short hair. I prefer women with long hair, another way to celebrate a woman’s distinction from men. Perhaps she’ll tell you her story some time. My heart goes out to her.
“Alas, John, I trust we can continue our dialogue. You're welcome to join us again to remember how real men live and breathe. Best, Adam.”

“Who the hell is Adam Clive?” I said.
“The name sounds familiar to me,” said Mick, “but I'm not sure.” 
I retrieved Maureen’s laptop from the office and Googled “Adam Clive.” Several links came up and I clicked the first, a biography on him. 
“Mick, he is a Pulitzer-prize winning poet and self-described tough guy,” I said, scanning the biography. “In the 1970's, he marched with feminists to fight for women's rights, but in recent years he has come to celebrate maleness.”
“Maleness?” said Mick.
“He says that achieving equality for women was one thing, but now women are trying to ignore biological differences between men and women. Too many believe men and women are the same. He says that some are attempting to destroy masculinity altogether. Clive had a tenured position at Carnegie Mellon University, where he apparently founded the neo-men's movement.”
“The neo-men's movement?” said Mick.
“He teaches men how to be men, how to embrace their primitive masculinity that he says has been lost in the last 20 or 30 years,” I said. “He left the university and now conducts retreats and seminars full time.”
“Whatever the case,” said Mick, “he seems to know of a woman from a strip club who sounds a lot like Erin Miller. Looks like you've finally found yourself a lead.”
And so I had.



 
 
 
Chapter #19 
 
My headlights cut through the black of night like a welding torch slicing through sheet metal. 
Adam Clive’s assistant told me he was conducting a workshop for men in the mountains up near Ligonier, PA that evening. I left just before the sun went down and, about an hour later, was driving along dark country roads, having difficulty finding the campground. 
Just when I figured I was lost for good, I spotted a bonfire up on a hill to my left. I drove a little further down the road and saw an opening in the fence. I turned into the opening and drove over a grass field that was matted down by car tires. I drove the truck to the top of the hill. 
There was a thick chill in the mountain air. As I walked toward the brightness of the fire, I saw a dozen men laughing and cheering. They reacted to the words shouted by an elderly man who stood at the ridge of the hill. 
He had long gray hair and a gray beard; from 50 feet away and the shifting reflection of the fire bouncing off of him, he looked more like an apparition than a man. He spoke with bravado and energy. His voice ebbed and flowed and cracked with the currents of the cold country air. 
“We’ve been lied to, men,” he said. “Lied to in a thousand ways. We’ve been told we’re too aggressive, too violent, too insensitive. We’ve been told we have a feminine side and that we must embrace it. And too many of our brethren have heeded this ridiculous call. Too many men have gone soft.”
The men cheered. They passed around a white jug with three big X marks on it and took hearty swigs.  
“Today, the landscape is polluted with sensitive new-age males. Touchy-feely males with soft voices and caring eyes. Males who cry at anniversaries and wedding showers — who clap heartily when junior uses the commode to do his first number two. But is this the kind of men our women really want?”
“No,” shouted the men.
“Is this the kind of father our sons can look up to?”
“No,” shouted the men.
“Men, when your wife comes home from the mall with a bag of new clothes for your son — a bag filled with color-coordinated knickers and suspenders and matching saddle shoes — you must speak up. Our sons are not play things to be decorated according to the fancy of our women. When your wife said, ‘Isn't it cute?’ do not say, ‘Yes, dear.’ You must say what our fathers and grandfathers would have said had our mothers attempted such a move: ‘No son of mine is going to wear a pair of damn knickers.’”
The men roared. The elderly man continued.
“Men, you must also reclaim control over the naming process of your sons. We must give our boys names like Tom, Sean, Jim and Joe. We must not let our women name them Gilad, Jeremy and, God forbid, Michelle.”
More laughter.
“Men, we must stop shopping at the mall with our women. We are men, for goodness sake, not girlfriends. Our dads never went along with this. When our mothers dragged our dads to the mall, our dads would make a scene: ‘I'm hungry,’ they'd say. ‘Will you buy something so we can get the hell out of here.’”
“Men, we need to reclaim our inner fathers. We need to use fewer adjectives and more verbs. We need to talk on the telephone less and nap on the couch more. The garage is our special place, and it's nobody's business how messy it is. The barbecue, too, is ours alone and no child or woman is permitted near it.
“We need to drink more liquor, eat more beef and cuss more. We need to spend more time with our sons in front of bonfires, singing camp songs and talking about sports. In dealing with our sons, we must be more rigid in our discipline with them as our fathers were with us. In dealing with the women in our lives, we must stop cowering and stand up for ourselves. It is what our sons and our wives really want. Now let’s eat.”
The men jumped to the feet applauding and laughing.
The old man, finished for now, walked over to a buffet table that was complete with hamburgers, steaks, barbecued chicken and pork. He was surrounded by his admirers, who also began digging into the food. Clive was making himself a pork barbecue sandwich as I approached him. 
“That was a fine speech,” I said to him. 
He looked up from the buffet with both hands now on his man-sized sandwich. 
“It’s a speech that few men have the guts to give in these politically correct times,” he said. “Men need to be men and women need to be women and that is our message here tonight.”
Clive was a big man — big boned more than he was tall. He took a man-sized bite of his sandwich, then cracked open a 16 oz. can of Iron City Beer and took a good swallow. He offered me some food and beer, which I accepted.  
“You strike me as a man who quickly cuts to the heart of any matter, so let me oblige you,” I said. “What do you know about John Preston?”
He chewed his sandwich for a good long while, then took a hearty swig of beer. He looked me hard in the eyes and I saw suddenly a great intensity in his — two black burning pieces of coal. 
“Here is how we met,” he said. “John found himself the unfortunate guest of a party at which I was also invited. I told the little bastard he was a large symptom of the movement to neuter men. He was the willing puppet of a feminist manifesto run amuck. And he needed to change.”
“How did he respond?”
“He surprised me. He turned out to be a feisty little guy. He was small, but he didn't back down for a moment. In fact, he challenged me to debate, and debate we did.”
“You met with him?”
“Sure, we met for dinner two or three times. This is going back three or four years now. And the conversations became so spirited, I admit I began taking a liking to the little fellow. I even began to respect him. In fact, I think he was coming around to my point of view.”
“You’re suggesting Preston was beginning to agree with you?”
“I don’t suggest,” said Clive. “I tell it like it is. John came to agree that for the last 30 years, in an effort to please our women, men have lost their mooring as men. He agreed that it was necessary to reestablish the masculine nature of men — even if that required that the gruff and violent nature in every man must be re-explored. These days, many men need to exaggerate these once primal and basic male behaviors to breathe life and restore equilibrium into their maleness.”
“But there is no evidence in his writings, speeches or television appearances that he held such thoughts,” I said.  
“Either it happened to John or I’m a liar, and if you’re calling me a liar then we will need to settle that right here,” he said putting down his plates and unbuttoning his sleeves.
Ordinarily I might laugh if a man that old challenged me to a fight, but I had a moment when I wasn't sure I could take him.
“It would do my reputation a great deal of harm to get whooped by a man of your age,” I said, smiling. 
He smiled back.  
“I know it is hard to believe,” said Clive. “At first, I could hardly believe it. You must remember that John was a very slight man. But what makes a man has more to do with his internal fortitude and his quest for truth. I've come to think that John had a lot of that. He was doing battle with his own world view, and that is always refreshing.”
“Did he give you any insights into his personal life? In an email you sent to him, you mentioned a young woman who sounds very much like a woman I’m trying to locate. Her name is Erin Miller.”
“I’m not clear on the woman’s last name, but I do remember an Erin he was rather taken by. He met her in an unusual manner.”
“Go on.”
“Well, occasionally, we charter a bus to take us back to town for a tour of some of Pittsburgh's finer, and not so fine, exotic-dancing establishments. At one of these clubs, I believe it was the Tinny Town Lounge on Rt. 88 just outside Pittsburgh, he was really taken by one of the girls. She wasn't a dancer, though. She waited tables — probably made more money than the dancers, though. She was lovely.”
“Did he tell you anything more about her?”
“Well, this was some three years ago, and, as I recall, he did begin spending time with her. But around that time, he stopped coming around and we lost touch. Brenda owns the Tinny Town. Surely, she can provide you more insight.”
“You’ve been extremely helpful, Mr. Clive.”
“Please, call me Adam. Anything else I can do to help you?”  
“I just have one more question. Do you think Preston killed himself?”
“Absolutely not. He was not the kind to give up. He was, in the end, a fine, determined man, and it is my great regret he is no longer among us.”
I thanked Clive for his time, and began walking back to my truck. As I did, I heard men laughing as they sang: “I like to go swimming with bow-legged women, swimming between their legs…”
 
 



 
 
 
Chapter #20
 
 Brenda Carbonara had owned and operated the Tinny Town Lounge for more than 45 years. She and her husband opened the place to launder the proceeds of a long defunct numbers-booking operation. When her husband died 20 years earlier, she took it over and has run it as a legitimate business since. 
But unlike any exotic-dancer club you’ve ever been to, the Tinny Town was imbued with feminine warmth — its atmosphere was more like a neighborhood pub than a place where women disrobed for money. It was very clean, for starters. And Brenda decorated the place for every holiday.  
I knew the place especially well. I worked there as a bouncer during my college years.
“Kid, this place hasn't changed a lick in four decades,” said Mick, a hint of mischief in his eyes.
“You expect me to believe you've not been here in the past four decades?” I said.
He smiled.
“I better go check things out while you tend to business,” he said.
Mick walked to the stage and sat in the front row, while I walked upstairs to Brenda’s office. Brenda was inside, holding a Camel cigarette in her left hand while crunching numbers on an adding machine with her right. She looked up at me like I was interrupting something very important.
“Mr. Sean McClanahan,” she said, as a smile crept into her weathered face. “You hardly ever visit anymore.”
She stood and hugged me, then sat down. I sat in the chair next to her.
“So what brings you here?” she said.
“John Preston,” I said. “I understand he may have visited your establishment?”
“As have numerous ministers, councilmen, judges and more prominent businessmen than I can count on all my fingers,” she said laughing. 
She took a drag on her cigarette, then continued.
“Preston was a regular for a time, yes. The first time I remember him coming in, he was with Adam Clive and his crew of merry men. What a nut Clive is, though he's certainly good for business. Anyhow, he brought Preston one evening that would have to been two or three years ago. After that Preston often came by himself.”
“Clive told me Preston was smitten with one of the girls who worked her.” 
“Yes, that’s right. Her name was Erin. She wasn't a dancer, though. She served drinks. A very sweet girl.”
“Can you tell me more about Erin?”
“Well, she worked here for about six months. She was a very private person, but when you spend as much time together as we do, you can’t help but open up a little. Her story was heart-wrenching.”
“Go on,” I said.
“As I understood it, she married young and had a daughter. Her daughter got very ill — a rare leukemia. Her husband didn’t want the responsibility and ran off. Erin had a good job as a teacher at a private special needs school, but she had to quit her job to care for her daughter full time. Her mom cared for her daughter on the three evenings she worked here at the lounge. It certainly wasn’t her dream job, but our waitresses do very well here. And she needed money to pay for her daughter’s care. But her daughter had an aggressive form of leukemia that few people survive. The child didn’t survive, either, and shortly after that Erin lost her mother.”
“That’s very sad,” I said.
Brenda nodded.
“After that happened, we never saw her again. We never saw Preston again, either. We found it odd that they both stopped coming at the same time.”
“Do you know where I might reach her?” 
“No, I don’t,” she said. “We tried to find her many times. But we had no records on her. We pay our waitresses cash under the table. When she was scheduled to work she always showed and did a good job.” 
“No cell phone number?”
“The number she gave me went out of service after she left,” said Brenda. “I know this because I tried calling her. Probably one of those throwaway phones.” 
“She never said what area she lived in?” I said.
“She said she lived out in Donora, a good 45 minutes away, but she always worried someone she knew would stop in when she was working. It was clear she valued her privacy, so we never tried to breech it. Is she in trouble?”
“I’m not sure what is going on,” I said, “but I must find her. She may be in danger.”
“Oh, goodness, what kind of danger?”
“I don’t know for certain,” I said. “You’re sure you don’t know anything more about her and Preston?”
“No, only that he was smitten with her. As far as we could tell, she was just friends with him. When he came here by himself he was interested in her, not the dancers.” 
 Brenda took a deep drag on her cigarette.
“God, I hope Erin will be all right,” she said.
“You and me both,” I said.
“She was really special,” said Brenda. “I’ve met a lot of hardened women in this line of work, but I must say, Erin was just a wonderful girl. She was genuine and good hearted. But at the same time, she was very firm. She never needed a bouncer. If a guy got out of line, she was always able to handle it herself. I hope she will be OK.”
I stood and shook her hand, then headed back down to Mick. Stevie Ray Vaughn’s “Tax Man” was playing loudly on the speakers.
Mick was lying on the stage on his back.  
An attractive young dancer expertly folded a dollar bill, then set it on his nose. In an incredibly seductive manner, she pressed her bosoms together and snatched the dollar bill off of Mick’s nose.  
“Hurry, Kid,” shouted Mick as he saw me coming down the stairs. “Get me a $20.”
And so I did.   



 
 
Chapter #21 
 
Bob Meinert was waiting for me at the pub. 
“I have some interesting information for you,” he said, “some very interesting information.”
Bob opened his leather case and took out his portable computer. He set it on the bar and turned it on. 
“Before I tell you what I found, let me first tell you what I didn’t find,” he said, sitting across from me. 
It took only a few seconds for his computer to resume. He turned the screen so I could see it. 
“First of all, there is no sign of any Erin Miller or Erin Preston in Maryville, as you already discovered.”
“That would be too easy,” I said.
“Miller is a common enough name that it should have turned up somewhere,” continued Bob. “I did a search across a 100 mile radius of Pittsburgh. We got about 18 Erin Millers, but not one who was in her 30s in the Donora area. It could be Miller is not her real name. It could be a lot of things, but no luck finding her address.”
“OK.”
“So the next thing I did was find out everything I could about John Preston. In particular, did he purchase a home in Maryville or have any utility or tax bills of any kind there. As you said, Erin told you she and Preston lived there, right?”
“Yes.”
“Well, I found no evidence that Preston bought a home there. However, I did turn up some details about Preston’s company.”
“I’m all ears.”
“He filed for bankruptcy approximately four years ago.”
“Bankruptcy?” I said.
“Yes. This is not necessarily uncommon. Dynamic entrepreneurs are good at creating something from nothing, but as their business grows, they tend not to be great business managers. They over expand or over extend and suddenly they have financial troubles. Perhaps this is what happened to Preston.”
“Interesting,” I said. “Four years ago is about the time Victoria Hall joined his company as a partner.”
“Well,” said Bob, “being a private company there is not a lot we can ascertain about the company’s finances. However, I did find one other tidbit that you will like.” 
 “Go on.”
“As I continued digging up everything I could on John Preston, I found a man named John Preston who died in 1974. He was 62 years old and, according to the records I pulled up, he died from emphysema in the hills just outside of Wheeling, West Virginia.”
“Died?”
“Yeah, died. But then he was resurrected.”
“Resurrected how?” I said.
“John Preston was dead from 1974 until 1977,” said bob. “But in 1977 new activity began to occur with his Social Security number. Part time job, college loan, credit card issuance, apartment lease. The original John Preston is now the very same John Preston who went on to become the world's leading relationship expert.” 
“Our John Preston assumed the identity of a dead man named John Preston?”
Bob nodded.  
He gave me the address where the original John Preston lived when he had died in 1974. 
Within minutes I was in my truck and on my way to Wheeling, West Virginia. 



 
Chapter #22 
 
Wheeling sits along the Ohio River exactly 44 miles southwest of downtown Pittsburgh. Its store fronts are still bustling with energy and commerce and the Grand Old Opry on the outskirts of town still brings in big acts. 
I put the address Bob gave me into the GPS system on my phone. It brought me up a hill to an old mining town, where many of the houses were dilapidated, abandoned or bull dozed into a pile of rubble.  
Just my luck.  
I learned long ago as a detective that funeral homes proved to be good places to acquire old information, particularly about dead people. I did a Google search on my phone for funeral homes in the area. There was one only three miles from the address Bob had given me. I drove there. 
 
***
 
“May I help you?” said an elderly gentleman, as I walked into the office.
He sat behind his desk doing paperwork. His hair was white as linen and frazzled. He wore a dark blue suit and red tie. 
“My name is Sean McClanahan. I’m a private investigator.” 
“What can I do for you?” he said.
I told him about John Preston, a man who died in 1974. 
“John Preston was a fine man,” he said, “one of the finest I ever knew. We used to work the mines together, but I had my lucky break. I got out. Squirreled away enough money to get into the death business, I did.”
This old fellow had a feisty spirit. I liked him.
“By the time he died in ‘74, his hospital bills were so big, his family was broke. I told him I’d bury him free of charge. Least I could do.”
“Is there anyone in this area who knew him? Friends? Family?”
“Friends? Most of his friends are long gone. I ought to be gone, too, but the good Lord has seen fit to keep me around to bury everyone else first, I suppose. As for John’s family, they’re all dead, too, except for his sister. Name is Gertrude Miller. She still lives in the hills outside of town here. That poor women had gone through so much, yet she keeps on keeping on. Hell of a thing that happened to her family, her husband getting killed like that.”
“How was he killed?” I said.
“He was a bad man, Gerry Miller was. He deserved to die. Just a hell of a thing that his own son would go and do it.”
“Gertrude Miller’s son killed his father?” I said.
“Yeah, used a shotgun on his own daddy. Gerry used to like the drink, see. He’d work the mines all week, then keep drinking ‘til that week’s wages was done. Then he’d go home and beat on Gertrude. He beat on his son, too, and that boy weren't no more than 11 years old when it happened. One night, he beat Gertrude near to death. That boy had enough. He got the shotgun and blew his daddy into another world.”
“What was the son's name?”
“Johnny Miller.”
“Whatever happened to Johnny?”
“Well, they sent him off to one of them juvenile detention facilities. He didn't get out until he was 18. That had to be back in the late '70's or thereabouts — probably about ’77. I remember the date because Gertrude threw a big bash for him down at the fire hall.”
“What happened to him after that?”
The old man looked down at his shoes, then off to the side.
“I don't know about that, mister. He left town and we figured him for dead. He ain’t been back since that I know of. Why you ask?”
“It's a long story,” I said. “Do you know Gertrude Miller’s address?”
“I do and I’ll be happy to give it to you. Though if I were you, I'd be damn careful visiting her. She's got an itchy trigger finger with that shotgun of hers.”
“Shotgun?”
“Well, she's all alone up there and she carries around that shotgun. I hope you know what you're getting yourself into, sonny. Though if you face an untimely end at the hands of Mrs. Miller, I'd be obliged if you let me handle the arrangements.”
He cackled as he handed me one of his cards. 
I smiled.
Then I headed to Gertrude Miller’s house.
 
 



 
 
 
Chapter #23 
 
Gertrude Miller's home was in the hills a dozen miles south of Wheeling near an old company mining town that has since been sold off to private owners. Getting there was no small challenge. I had to put the truck into four-wheel drive to make it up the steep gravel road that led to her house.
Unlike the road leading to it, Miller Court was beautifully paved and on it sat a modest-sized ranch home, that looked relatively new, with white aluminum siding, green shutters and a red front door. 
I got out of the truck and knocked on the door. I heard nothing. I knocked again, louder, and heard nothing. Just as I was about to turn the door handle, I heard a shotgun pump behind me.
“What you want, mister?” said an old woman's voice. 
I turned to see a woman in her 80's holding a shotgun. 
“I'm looking for Gertrude Miller,” I said.
“Who are you?”
“I'll be able to explain if you put that shotgun down,” I said.
“I ain’t lowering nothing. Explain your purpose.”
“Erin Miller is in trouble,” I continued. “She was abducted by two men. I'm trying to find her. I may be the only person who can help her.”
She lowered the gun.
“Inside,” she said, walking past me and opening her front door. I followed her.
“Close the door,” she said, turning to me. 
She situated herself in a rocker adjacent to a roaring fire in the fireplace. She wrapped herself in a quilt. 
“Speak, boy,” she said.  
“My name is Sean McClanahan,” I said. “I’m a private investigator. I'm sorry about your son.”
“Johnny was a good boy,” she said.
“I know that his name was not really ‘John Preston,’” I said. “I know his real name was ‘John Miller.’ I know what he did as a boy and why he adopted his uncle’s name as his own.”
“So what of it?” she said. “He changed it when he turned 18 to conceal his past and start fresh. But what’s his name got to do with Erin?”
“Erin visited me a few days ago,” I said. “She told me John was murdered. She wanted me to come to her home to prove it to me. But before we could talk further, she was abducted by two men, one of whom used a blackjack to knock me out.”
Mrs. Miller lowered her head into her hands.
“She called me to tell me she was going to the police, but that was the last I’d heard from her. I’ve been worried sick about her. She told me John had been murdered. She told me he was going to have a press conference and tell the world about her — she feels like it is her fault he’s dead.”
“Tell the world what about her?” I said.
“That Erin was his wife and that he was going to resign from his company.”
“Wasn’t Elizabeth Preston was his wife?”
“They was never married, sonny. They never said they were, neither — people just assumed it. I don’t know why he ever got involved with Elizabeth. She was 10 years older than him — she was his psychology professor at West Virginia University some years ago. What with all that happened to Johnny as a young man — that awful incident with his daddy — well, Johnny dedicated himself to helping others find happiness. It was all he cared about and Elizabeth helped him with his work.”
“Did Elizabeth know about John’s past with his father? Did she know his real name?”
“No, sonny. He never told nobody who he really was and he could never tell nobody about me, neither. There is only one person in all these years who knows the truth about Johnny and that is Erin. John was wild about her. I fell in love with her instantly when I met her.”
“When did he marry Erin?”
“We had a small ceremony right here last week. Married her under his real name, John Miller.”
That cleared up why the name “Erin Miller” didn’t turn up in Bob Meinert’s database searches. The paper marriage record from a small West Virginia towns probably hadn’t yet been entered into the county’s computer system.
“And they lived in Donora not far from Maryville?”
“That's right. They lived in a darling little house that they’d just bought three or four months ago in Donora. It's just outside of that little town in the woods, but you'd think you're in the middle of Montana when you're there. They liked the seclusion because they didn’t want no one to know yet who John really was. They planned to live a modest life there after he resigned his company and come clean. They took me there once.”
“Can you give me the address and also Erin’s phone number for her house and cell?” I said.
She got up and got a piece of paper and a pencil. She wrote down everything I needed, including detailed directions to the house, then came back to her chair and sat down. She wrapped herself in her quilt.
“Did John share anything with you about anything else?” I said. “Any problems he may have been having with his business? Anything about a woman named Victoria Hall?”
“Johnny never burdened me with his problems. He told me that no matter what happened, he'd always take care of me. He said he'd set some money aside for me if anything happened.”
“He didn't mention what that anything might be?” I said.
“No, sonny. Johnny was a good boy. Never wanted to worry his momma.” 
She got up from the chair and placed three more logs on the fire.
“Please go find Erin and make sure she's OK,” she said. “I can't bear the thought that anything might happen to that girl. Then you come back and visit me.”
I nodded to her, then let myself out.
I fired up the truck and drove as fast as I could back toward Maryville and a little town nearby called Donora.  
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter #24 
 
I put Erin and John Miller's Donora address into the GPS system in my phone, then drove like mad. I had an hour drive ahead of me and phoned both of Erin Miller’s numbers. There was no answer.  
The house sat at the bottom of a long driveway in the valley on a large wooded lot. I walked to the front door and tried it. It was locked. I tried all the doors and windows on the first floor and the basement, but had no luck. I yanked at the garage door, but that, too, was locked. I looked all around the house until I saw a solarium window on top of the roof.
I grabbed hold of the gutter and, standing on a door handle and then the door jam, I shimmied my way onto of the roof. I tugged at the vinyl solarium window, but it didn’t move. I pushed on the top of it with my foot and it bowed. I pushed harder and my foot went through making quite a racket.  
Silent as a cat, eh, McClanahan?  
With my hands I busted up a hole in the vinyl that was big enough for me to enter. I looked inside and, sure enough, a kitchen island was directly below me. I grabbed the sides and lowered myself inside — thankfully the roof was low and my feet landed squarely in the center of the kitchen island.
Once inside, I quickly searched the small house. I found no one in the kitchen, dining room or living room — though the house was a mess. All the drawers were out, utensils everywhere. The furniture was overturned and cut. Tony and Terry had clearly been looking for something.
I pulled my Glock out as I moved up the stairs to the second floor. There were three small bedrooms with clothes thrown all over the place, the mattresses cut up and dresser drawers lying on the floor. I found nothing in the first two bedrooms. But in the third, the “master,” there was a photo lying on the floor, its frame bent and its glass front shattered. It was a picture of Johnny Miller and his wife Erin on their wedding day — taken only a week ago.
I began to descend the stairs into the basement. It was dark down there and I moved cautiously. I flipped the light switch at the top of the steps, but the light did not go on.  
Then I heard a faint mumble.
“Who is there?” I said.
I heard it again.
“Speak.” I said.
I moved as swiftly as I could away from the sound. I felt myself up against a back wall. I felt a door handle. I opened it. It was a door into the garage and as I opened it the light coming in through the garage door windows illuminated the basement.
Erin Miller sat in the center of the room. She was tied to a chair, a bandanna wrapped around her mouth.
I raced over to her and untied her. She was woozy and dazed. She was not fully aware where she was or who I was. Her eyes kept fading. She had hypodermic needle on her arm.
“Erin?” I called to her, gently touching her face. 
Her eyes opened, but she did not acknowledge me. 
“Erin? It is Sean McClanahan. I'm taking you out of here.”
I shook her lightly and she began to wake. She opened her eyes again and looked to me. She was in a faraway place.
I picked her up and carried her up to the first floor. I looked out the window to make sure no one was outside. I saw no one.
I opened the front door and carried her out moving as quickly as I could up the steep slippery hill toward my truck. The jostling caused her to rouse.
“Key chain,” she said, her words, slurring.
I stopped. She was awakening. 
“Key chain,” she said. “Key chain.”
She pointed toward the house.
“What key chain?”
“In kitchen.”
Against every instinct I had — against my best judgment — I carried her back into the house. I carried her into the kitchen. It had been as torn apart as the rest of the house. There were busted plates and silverware on the floor. They dumped the contents of all the drawers onto the floor. Somebody was clearly looking for something. 
“Leather key chain,” she said pointing to the mess on the kitchen floor. 
I set her down in the chair, making sure she wouldn't fall, then worked through the mess looking for anything that looked like keys. There were old batteries, spare change, rubber bands… and then I saw a key chain with a brown leather strap.  
I brought it to her and put it near her face where she could see it. She nodded.
“We can go?” I said. 
She nodded again. 
I put the key chain in my pocket and placed Erin over my shoulder. I looked outside the front door carefully. No one was outside. I opened the door and moved as fast as I could up the hill.
I carried her through the woods a half mile back to my truck, careful not to slip. I was breathing hard by the time I got her inside the vehicle. Once I had her settled in and strapped on the seatbelt, I fired up the ignition and drove out of there. 



 
 
 
Chapter #25 
 
She was barely conscious as I drove her to a drug treatment center in Pittsburgh. At times, she seemed momentarily lucid, then she’d wander off in a daze barely able to keep her head up.
Thankfully, Dr. Joe Ramsey, who I’d befriended while on the force, has done a lot of work with drug addiction. I’d phoned him at his home as we drove and he agreed to greet us at the treatment center, where he began treating Erin immediately.
An hour later, Joe asked me to join him in his office.
I told him what had happened to her — that Tony and Terry likely injected her several times daily during the past week.  
“She'll be OK?” I said.
“There’s no way to know how much they injected her with, but judging from the marks on her arm, it was no small amount,” said Joe. “I injected her with a dose of Narcan, an antidote that blocks the effects of opioids. The Narcan will offset some of the effect of the drugs. She’s sleeping now and her vitals are OK, but I want to keep a close watch over her for for the next three to seven days, depending on how well her detox goes.”
“What will she experience in detox?” I said. 
“After the initial effects of the drug fade, she’ll become drowsy for several hours,” said Joe. “Her basic body functions, such as breathing and heartbeat, will slow. That’s why we need to keep an eye on her. The effect of the drug can last five hours or more and it appears that she had her last injection just before you found her.”
“The withdrawal will be painful?” I said.
“Unfortunately,” he said. “Hours after the drug effects have decreased, Erin will likely begin to crave more. Withdrawal symptoms include restlessness, aches and pains in the bones, vomiting and severe discomfort. She’ll experience extreme depression, as well. She will likely be in a world of hurt the next week or two as she goes through detox.”
“I can’t wait to get my hands on the bastards that did this to her,” I said.
“The worrisome part is that she may suffer a mental addiction to the drug that may be there forever,” he said. “Former addicts who have used heroin have to be vigilant to stay away from the drug. It is not unusual for an addict to lapse two or three times, and unfortunately, some of them, many of them, never make it and wind up as an overdose or suicide. Right now all we can do is hope for the best.”
“Is it possible they were trying to make her addicted to get her to talk?” I said.
“There are several classic evil uses of this drug,” he said. “Pimps use it to force women into prostitution. An addict, when addicted will do anything for the next fix. If they wanted to know what she knew or who she told what she knew to, heroin could accomplish this over time.” 
“That she’s still alive tells me she didn’t give them what they wanted,” I said. “Which means they’re surely going to be looking for her.”
“She’ll be safe here,” said Joe. “We’ll take good care of her. You’re free to visit as you wish.”





 
Chapter #26 
 
It was about 11:00 p.m. when I returned to the pub. 
I went into the kitchen to make myself a sandwich, when I heard pounding on the rear door.
I looked through the kitchen window to see Rosie Ramirez, Preston’s first employee, standing in the alley. I unlocked the door and let her in.
“Sorry for the late visit,” said Rosie, “but I wanted to wait until your pub was closed to be sure nobody would see me. I would have called you but I wouldn’t be surprised if Hall was bugging my phone.”
“Come in,” I said. 
I locked the door behind her and led her to the booth by the hearth. 
“Would you like some coffee?”
She nodded. I poured us a few cups then sat across from her.
“Tell me about Victoria Hall.”
“I think she had John killed.” 
“Why might she do that?” I said.
“John suspected she was up to something,” she said. “Things have been awful since she joined the company four years ago. She is a control freak. She has the main building on our rigged with security cameras. And something fishy is going on in one of the smaller buildings near the river.”
“Fishy how?” I said.
“Hall has leased one the buildings on the campus to one of her business entities,” said Rosie. “Cars are going in and out of it all hours, with license plates from all over the country. None of us are allowed near it, but Hall goes in and out of it all the time. And then there’s that hand-written ledger Hall is always working on.”
“What kind of ledger?” I said. 
“I found it odd that she was always putting handwritten notes and entries into that thing,” she said. “All of our finances are electronic like any modern company. So I snuck into her office one day and got the ledger out of her desk drawer — I know where she hides the key — and Xeroxed the entire book.”
“Do you have the copy?” I said.
“No, I gave it to John. He got angry with me for making it, but he was grateful, too.”
“Do you know what John did with it?”
“He told me he would keep it in a very safe place,” she said.
“What did you see inside the ledger?”
“I couldn’t say for sure,” said Rosie. “It was hand written in some kind of code using very strange symbols.”
“When was the last time John met with Hall?” I said.
“The day before they claim he jumped in the river. He visited with me after he met with Hall in her office.”
“Hall lied to me,” I said. “She told me she hadn’t seen him in weeks. That he wasn’t coming into the office.”
“Well, John wasn’t around much of late,” said Rosie. “But he most definitely met Hall before he visited me.”
“Do you know what they talked about?”
She shook her head.
“What did you and John talk about?” I said.
“He told me he was going to have a press conference the following day,” said Rosie. “He thanked me for my long service and friendship. He hugged me, then walked out the front door. That was the last time any of us saw him.”
Her eyes teared up. 
“It makes me so mad,” she continued. “I swear every day I’m going to sneak into that building by the river and get the goods on Hall. Maybe I can make another copy of that ledger.”
“Please don’t do that,” I said. 
“John would never take his own life,” said Rosie. “I have a sense that Hall had something to do with his death — she and her two security bozos.”
“These two bozos wouldn’t happen to be a large man with black curly hair and a small man with red hair?”
“That’s them. You met them?”
“Yes, Rosie. And I can’t wait until I meet them again.”
 
 



 
Chapter #27 
 
 “You found Erin!” said Elizabeth Preston, hugging me tightly in the entryway of her large home the following morning. “Is she OK?” 
“She's been through a lot,” I said as I peeled myself away from her. “She’s resting now. She’ll have a rough week as she detoxes, but the hope is that she’ll be just fine.”
She led me into her study and sat on the couch. I stood.
“I have a lot to tell you,” I said. “It is not pleasant news.” 
“Oh, dear,” she said, smiling at me like an eager child. 
Her hair was slightly matted and her face was pale — it was the first time I'd seen her without makeup. She was wearing her silk robe again.   
“I'm going to tell you everything I know,” I said. “You’re already aware of some of these details, but this will likely be painful for you.” 
She nodded. 
I explained that the two fellows who knocked me out and abducted Erin Miller were employees of Victoria Hall.
“I knew it.” said Elizabeth. “I knew she was behind all of this.”
I told her Hall lied to me about the last time she had met with John — that she met him the day before he allegedly jumped into the river.  
I told her about Bob Meinert and how he helped me track down some oddities about John Preston — that his name wasn't really Preston. That John had assumed his uncle's name when his uncle died. That his real name was Johnny Miller.
“Johnny Miller?” said Elizabeth. “He never told me any of this. Why would he not tell me?”
“When he was a boy, he had a very abusive father,” I said. “One night when his father was drunk and abusing his mother, Johnny retrieved a shotgun and killed him.” 
Elizabeth grabbed her throat with her right hand. Her face grew pale.
“He killed his father?” she said. “How did you learn these things?” 
“A man in Wheeling told me about it and John's mother told me,” I said.
“His mother?” said Elizabeth. “John had no mother.”
“But he does” I said. “His mother's name is Gertrude Miller. She lives in Wheeling.” 
“I can't believe this. After all these years. Why didn't he tell me?”
“There’s more,” I said.
“More?”
I nodded. She took a deep breath.
“John really is married to Erin Miller,” I continued. “They were married under his real name a week ago.”
Her eyes locked with mine. She didn't move, didn't blink
“Married?” she said, barely able to utter the words.
I nodded. 
Her eyes began misting up.
“He told you nothing about any of this?” I said. 
She shook her head. Her eyes were filling up fast now, the tears running along the wrinkled lines in her face.  
“No,” she said. “We were to meet for lunch the same day as his press conference. I suppose he planned to drop this bombshell on me then.”
She began sobbing. I felt horrible for her but didn’t know what to do.
“You and John were never married?” I said.
“No,” she said, sobbing. “My real last name is not ‘Preston.’ We never said we were married. People thought we were. We never corrected them.”
“I’m sorry,” I said.
As Elizabeth sat there speechless, I walked about the house checking the windows to make sure they were locked. The old mansion was built like a fortress — all the basement windows were made of glass block. Breaking into that old place would be no easy feat, which helped alleviate some of my concerns.
“A lot is going on right now and I don’t know what Hall may do,” I said, as I returned to her. “If she thinks you know some things that John knew, she may send her goons to visit you. I want you to keep this house locked up and call me right away if these two try to visit you.”
She nodded.
“Are you OK?” I said standing above her.
She looked up to me.
“I'll be fine,” she said.
I let myself out the front door, making sure it was locked when I closed it. I could hear Elizabeth sobbing until the door was latched shut. 
I jumped in the truck and headed back to the pub. 
 
 



 
 
Chapter #28 
 
I returned to the pub for a quick sandwich, sitting at the bar as Maureen polished pint glasses and Mick drank some coffee.
“Let’s go over all the details again,” said Maureen. 
“Speculation is one of my favorite hobbies,” said Mick. “Go on.”
“Well, with the scuffs that Doc found on Preston’s shoes,” said Maureen, “maybe Big Tony and Little Terry drowned Preston in the river, then carted him up to the bridge and tossed him over — or maybe they drugged him like they did Erin and tossed him over the bridge. With enough drugs in his system there’s no way he’d be able to swim.”  
“Motive?” said Mick.
“Well, Sean caught Hall in a big lie, didn’t he? Hall said she hadn’t seen Preston in weeks, but Rosie said they met the day before he went into the river.”
“That is true,” said Mick.
“And like you speculated before, Mick, Preston likely told Hall something during that meeting that she didn’t like. Maybe it was related to that hand-written ledger Rosie mentioned  — or maybe he kept that information to himself to protect Rosie and simply talk Hall he was going to authorities to report unusual activities in the building by the river. Whatever the case, we know that Tony and Terry work for Hall and she could have had them kill Preston.”  
“All in the realm of possibility,” I said.
“Then Erin Miller comes out of the woodwork,” continued Maureen. “Preston had been leading a secret life with her that nobody knew about. So Hall goes into a panic mode and worries that Erin knows whatever it was that Preston knew — and maybe is in possession of that ledger. So Hall sends her men to abduct her.”
“All of that may be true,” I said. “We’ll know more when Erin is able to talk. But Erin will not be safe until we get to the bottom of this mess and stop who is behind it from hurting her.”
“Well, your next move is clear to me.”
“I’m listening,” I said.
“Look, like Mick figured, Maryville is the nexus of this whole situation. Preston’s company is there. Preston died there. Erin first saw the men who would later abduct her there and on and on.”
“Which means?”
“Which means the Maryville chief of police is your next move,” said Maureen. “She’s either incompetent or complicit. Hall is clearly doing something illegal in the secured building she is leasing out. And Rosie says Hall has been keeping a coded ledger? Hello! I’ll bet the chief is on Hall’s payroll.”
“She’s only been chief of police for a few months,” I said. “She came back from the suburbs surrounding Washington D.C. to take the job when the sitting chief, her father, suffered a fatal heart attack.”
“And how long has Hall being doing business from in Maryville?”
“About four years,” I said.
“So maybe this is what happened,” said Maureen. “Hall comes into Maryville four years ago, cuts a deal with the long-time chief of police to look the other way. He’s been a cop a long time. He has never made much money. He’s probably thinking he needs to plan ahead for retirement, so he makes a terrible mistake and goes on the take.”
“It happens,” said Mick.
“So the chief’s daughter takes over after he dies and discovers what her father had done,” said Maureen. “She wants to protect his good name and has to double down. Then, let’s say, whatever she agreed to with Hall has spiraled out of control — covering up a murder surely wasn’t what the chief’s father thought he was agreeing to do.”
“I like your train of thought,” I said. 
“Then, just when things are at their worst, Chief Sarafino has to deal with a private eye who is poking around,” said Maureen. “And to make matters more challenging for her she is a female chief of police.”
“I am not sure I understand what being a female has to do with anything,” I said.
“That doesn't surprise me,” said Maureen, rolling her eyes. “Being a female chief virtually guarantees that someone will tear her investigation apart to ensure she did it correctly or simply to make her look like bad. Trust me, I know how hard it is to be a lady cop. So she fears she’ll get more scrutiny than a man ever would. And the truth is, she will.”  
“And this means?” I said. 
“It means one of two things,” continued Maureen. “If she’s corrupt, you need to find that out. But if she’s trapped in a situation that her father created, you need to find that out, too. If it is the latter, then she can help you.”
“So how do I find out whether she’s a bad cop on the take or a good cop who’s in a bad situation?” I said.
“Do I have to spell everything out for you?” she said. “Look, if I were in her position, I’d want to know everything you have found. She wants to compare notes — at least hear your side of it. That’s your angle. She thinks you're a two-bit PI — and I can't imagine how she might come to a conclusion like that — but she's also curious to learn what you know.”
“What are you getting at?” I said.
“It’s easier to catch flies with honey than with vinegar. Go talk with her.”
“Not a bad idea, Kid,” said Mick, nodding his head.
Maureen was correct as usually. I picked up the phone and placed a call to a certain police chief in Maryville. 
She answered.  
“Hello, Chief Sarafino, have I got an offer for you.”  



 
 
 
Chapter #29 
 
Angelica’s Ristorante is located within an old Victorian home that sits high on the bluff above the Monongahela River in Maryville’s southern neighborhoods a dozen blocks from the heart of town.
The sun was beginning to set as I sat out on the patio waiting for the chief. The trees on the surrounding hills were a tinge more red, orange and yellow than they were a few days before when I found Erin. Tiki candles flickered with the Indian summer breeze. The sun reflected off the river surface. I sat there taking it in while sipping a good cabernet wine.  
Twenty minutes later, the chief finally arrived. The hostess led her to our table. 
Chief Sarafino wore a silky black dress that wrapped her curvy frame like a bandanna. It was cut just high enough above her knees to be sexy, but not too low to be tasteless. She wore a gold-linked chain around her neck that conformed itself to the roundness of her bosom — it rose and fell gently with every breath. Her long, full hair fell over her shoulders like velvet.
“Chief?” I said. 
I jumped up to pull her chair out for her.  
“What?” she said, glaring at me.
“You look terrific,” I said. 
“Sit down,” she said, glaring at me.
The waiter brought water and menus as she sat.
“Would you like some wine?” I said to the chief.
“Are you my waiter?” she said, smiling.
She ordered a glass of cabernet, then began reviewing the menu.
“Everything is delicious here,” she said. “In particular, the grilled salmon.”
When the waiter returned, the chief ordered grilled salmon. I did, too.
We made small talk at first — I wanted to ease into the information pertaining to Erin Miller and John Preston, so I directed our conversation toward the weather and the river and how it was she became chief of Maryville.
“After I graduated college,” she said, “I couldn’t get away from Maryville fast enough. My father had been the chief here and everyone knew everyone else’s business. I studied criminology at Indiana University and took a job as a cop in Gaithersburg, MD. I quickly moved my way up the chain.”
“Police work is in the blood, then?”
She nodded.
“My grandfather and an uncle had also been cops. I was on the fast track in Gaithersburg, but when my father died suddenly, and I was offered the position of Chief of Maryville, I had to accept.”
“You must be proud to carry on your father’s work.”
She nodded and took a sip of wine. 
“But it is very hard,” she continued. “Everything I do, I am compared to him. Some in this town still cannot accept a woman as its head cop. Is that why you decided to take on the Preston case yourself, without the help of the State Police?”
She looked hard at me, but said nothing.
Our dinner arrived and it was delicious. We concluded it with some delicious Tiramisu and coffee. The sun had set by then.  
“OK, it’s your turn to talk,” she said, as I sipped coffee. “Our deal was that you are to tell me everything you know about the Preston situation. Then I speak.”
I nodded, then told her most of what I’d experienced and knew. 
“Erin Miller is safe now,” I said. “The short of it is this: She told me she’d visited you and that Big Tony and Little Terry followed her after she left your office. Why didn’t you tell me the truth about that?”
She said nothing.
“Here’s what I’m thinking. Victoria Hall had John Preston killed for reasons that are not yet clear. She staged it to look like a suicide. By managing the case yourself, you are able to help her cover her tracks. Which means you are on her payroll — because your father, albeit a widely respected chief, made the mistake of going on Hall’s payroll. Essentially, you are helping Hall make Preston’s murder look like a suicide in order to protect your father’s reputation. I’m guessing Hall has information that can do just that and she is using it to control you.”
Her face grew red.
“I’m thinking that this entire situation has rapidly spiraled out of your control and you have not yet figured a way out of it. I’m here to tell you that I can help you. And now it is your turn to tell me what is really going on in your quaint little town.”
“Waiter,” she said loudly.
The waiter came out to us.
“Bourbon,” she said.
She stared at me unblinking until the waiter returned. He opened a fresh bottle of Knob Creek and filled two rocks glasses halfway to the brim. 
“Drink,” said the chief. 
She lifted her glass to her lips, then drained it. 
“That stuff is 100 proof,” I said.
“Drink, you wussie.” 
I lifted my glass and drank. 
I felt the slow burn pass through my digestive tract. In a moment I experienced a momentary sense of warmth and wellbeing. Then I looked into the chief’s eyes, and was filled with a sense of impending doom.
She picked up the bottle and filled both glasses.
“Again,” she said.    
The hell if I was going to let a 120-pound police lady kick my Irish posterior in alcohol consumption. I picked up the glass and drank. And we did it again, then then again. 
And then — I didn’t remember exactly what happened then. 



 
Chapter #30 
 
Chirp, chirp, chirp.
It was the loudest bird chirping I’d ever heard. Its high-pitched screeching banged around the throbbing emptiness of my skull like buckshot fired from a revolutionary-war musket. 
I opened my eyes. 
The sun shone brightly through the open window. A cold morning breeze made the drapes dance. Under more sober circumstances, this is the kind of morning I would have cherished. 
But I didn’t know where I was.
Chirp, chirp, ccchiiiiirrrrpppp.
I began to acclimate to my environment. I was on a peculiar couch in a peculiar room. I lifted the blanket and took a peek. I was fully dressed — still had my boots on.
I heard the shower running in the next room. The water shut off. I heard the sound of someone drying off with a towel. Then I heard humming — a woman’s voice, cheerful and humming.
Then Chief Sarafino walked into the bedroom. She was wrapped in a towel, her hair pulled back. 
“Get up, McClanahan, it’s almost 7:00 a.m.”
It was all coming back to me now. The drinking contest. I didn’t remember much more after that. I vaguely remembered stumbling back to the chief’s apartment — I remembered her mocking me as we walked.   
“What happened?” I said. 
I lifted my head more. 
“Nothing happened,” she said. 
She laughed aloud and almost dropped her towel. I forgot for a second how hung-over I was as I anxiously hoped for her towel to drop.
“You’re such a lightweight,” she said. “You could barely keep up right as we walked to my apartment.”
I pushed myself off the couch and set my feet on the floor. My legs felt like lead weights. 
“It’s such a beautiful morning,” I lied, as I pushed myself onto my feet and moved awkwardly toward the window.
“It’s a gorgeous morning,” she said.
“Gorgeous,” I said, slamming the window shut.
She went back into her bathroom and closed the door. It stayed open one foot, though.
 “Why don’t we go have some breakfast and talk?” I said, wanting to do neither.
“I have things to do,” she said. “Police work, tracking down bad guys. You wouldn’t understand,”
She walked into the back of the bathroom, unaware that I could see her reflection in the mirror. She dropped her towel to reveal a gorgeous female form. I forgot about my hangover.
She looked up into the mirror and saw a disheveled me peering into the bathroom.
“You dirty man!” she said, laughing, as she slammed the door shut.
She came out a few minutes later in her chief uniform. Her hair was pinned behind her ears. It was amazing to me how the same woman who had been a voluptuous feminine creature the night before was again transformed into a tightly-wound law-enforcement professional.
“It’s time to go, McClanahan.”
“Go?” I said. 
“You’re dismissed,” she said. “I'll call you the next time I’m in a need of a man who can’t hold his liquor.”
“Think about what I told you last night. I can help you get out of this mess.”
She walked out her front door, slamming it hard. The slamming produced a lightning-bolt sensation that exploded what was left of my skull. 
“Well, that was interesting,” I said to myself, every day puzzled a little more by all things female. 
I fished around my pocket for my keys, then made my way out her front door and into the world. The longest eight-block journey of my life awaited me. 
I began to walk, keeping an eye out for a black Crown Vic — this time hoping it would put me out of my misery.
 
 
 



 
 
 
Chapter #31
 
My mouth was dry as cotton. I needed a bottle of aspirin and a gallon of ice-cold Coke. Thankfully, I found myself standing in front of Wilson’s Diner and walked inside. Mr. Wilson was scraping the grill.
“Extra large Coke, please, and scrambled eggs, sausage and bacon,” I said, sitting down and rubbing my eyes. “And do you have any aspirin?”
Wilson nodded.
“You're in luck.”
He went back to his office and came back with a bottle of aspirin. He filled up a large glass with ice-cold Coke and sat it in front of me. I took two aspirin and downed them with a hearty sip — the carbonation bit right into my pasty tongue, quenching my thirst and filling me with hope that one day I might be well again.
The diner had seven or eight customers. They ate their breakfast and drank coffee while Wilson, the maestro, worked his magic on the grill. It took him only a few minutes to scramble the eggs and get them on the plate and set my hangover cure in front of me. 
  I began to eat slowly at first, but soon instinct took over. I ate with abandon and in quick order my throbbing noggin and dry mouth were overwhelmed by gastronomic ecstasy.
A few minutes later, I began feeling better. Wilson set a freshly brewed cup of coffee in front of me, already filled with cream. As I sat sipping my coffee, the other patrons finished their meals and paid. 
Wilson and I were alone.
Wilson went into the back and turned up the music — he played it unusually loud, which puzzled me and made my head throb. 
He came back to the counter and leaned over closely to me.
“This place may be bugged,” he said, whispering. “No way to be sure.”
I nodded. He smiled.
 “I hear you were out with the chief last evening,” he said, laughing.
“Word gets around fast in this town,” I said. 
“The chief’s a fine-looking woman, but despite her petite size, she’s never met a man yet she can’t drink under the table. Someone should’ve warned you.”
I nodded.
“Look, I want to apologize,” he continued. “I couldn't talk to you the first time you came in. We had to do some checking on you.”
“Checking?”
“We had to make sure we could trust you.”
“What can you tell me?”
“I can't tell you anything now. We'll be in touch.”
“In touch when?”
“Can't talk now. Finish your meal and get out of here. We'll be in touch soon.”
Wilson went back into his office and turned down the music. He went to the sink and began washing dishes.
“Yeah, that Pitt game was something else,” he said.
That was the first I’d heard that Pitt had beat Notre Dame the Friday before. We chatted about the game for a while, then I paid and began my long journey back to the truck.  
I finally got to it, fired it up and began driving back to the pub.
 



 
Chapter #32 
 
I was a block from jumping onto the highway when I saw Chief Sarafino driving her cruiser. She was headed the same direction as I. I followed her.
She drove back to Pittsburgh up to the peak of the Mount Washington bluff that overlooked the heart of the city — it offered a magnificent view of the Pittsburgh skyline. She parked in front of a contemporary home that hung over the cliff of Mount Washington like some kind of gargoyle. 
She got out of her car, walked to the front door and entered.  
As I waited, I mulled the possible reasons she would make a visit all the way to Pittsburgh. Who lived in the house, I wondered? I sat there 45 minutes when the door opened and the chief walked out. I grabbed my binoculars from the glove box and got a closer look. She did not look happy.
Just as she got to her car and opened her car door, the front door of the house opened and out walked Victoria Hall.
Hall was barking at the chief. If only I could read lips. She was angry and she was barking.  
The chief barked back. Then she got into her car and slammed the door. As she roared out of the parking lot, Hall ducked back inside the house.
I didn’t know what it meant, but it meant something. 
Maybe it meant I was beginning to make some people very uncomfortable.
 
 



 
Chapter #33 
 
I drove to the drug treatment center to visit Erin.
“How is she?” I said to Dr. Joe.  
She's been sleeping fitfully but sleeping,” he said. “Her vitals are a little low, but she's doing well, considering. The worst is still ahead for her.”
“She must have been confused this morning,” I said.
“We told her what you did for her,” said Joe. “She said she feels very bad for bringing you into her mess.” 
“May I visit her?” I said.
“I imagine you have some questions for her,” said Joe. “But it’s best to leave her be for the time being.”
Thanks for all you’re doing,” I said. “I’ll stop by tomorrow to see how she’s coming along.”
 
 
 
 



 
Chapter #34 
 
Mick and Maureen and I sat in the back of the pub drinking coffee shortly after Maureen closed it.
“Bring us up to speed, Kid,” said Mick.
I told them that Chief Sarafino still wouldn’t cooperate with me. That she shared nothing about Preston’s case — before drinking me under the table.
Mick laughed aloud.
“We don’t want that getting out,” he said.
I told him about my visit to Wilson’s Diner and that Wilson suggested something was up and would be in touch. 
I told him about the heated argument between the chief and Victoria Hall.
“Good news,” he said. “Sounds to me like you’re making some headway.”
We heard pounding on the rear door of the pub.
I grabbed my Glock, headed into the kitchen and looked out the window to see two men standing in the alley: the Bill Morton and Sam Wilson. 
 
 
***
 
They joined Mick and Maureen and I in the back of the pub.  
“We didn't know Erin,” said Morton. “We did see her make the phone call in the presence of the two men we had seen about town, Big Tony and Little Terry. But we didn’t know if she was with them willingly or under duress. And we didn’t tell you because we had to check you out first.”
“Tell me more,” I said.
“You have to know that things have never been the same in Maryville since the steel industry tanked in the mid-1970s. I know that's going back a way, but up until then, we had ourselves a fine little town, full of life and bristling with the energy and wealth that trickled down from all the steel-making and the many industries that supported it.”
“A grand time that was,” said Morton.
“But even after that, as commerce dried up, our town had a nice spirit,” said Wilson. “People watched out for each other. But something changed four years ago, when Preston’s company moved to Maryville. We began seeing people we’d never seen before. That wouldn't have bothered us, until there were a few incidents that caused some alarm.”
“What kind of incidents?”
“Tony and Terry began spending a lot of time in our town,” said Wilson. “They began showing up for meals at the diner, but refused to pay. When I confronted them, they showed me a piece and said I'd be wise to just keep providing those free meals every time they were hungry. I called the chief to report the theft. She did nothing. Bastards are lucky I didn't have my shotgun out front, as I do now.”
Morton chimed in.
“Look, we were all excited at first that Preston’s company was investing in our small town. But the traffic began coming and going at all hours to the one riverfront building on his campus. Cars mostly. We've seen plates on cars from as far away as Texas and California — plates from all over the country, in fact. The cars pull in, spend 20 minutes or so inside, then pull out.”
“You think the chief is covering for some kind of illegal activity taking place inside the smaller building on Preston’s campus?”
“Yes,” said Morton. “Chief Sarafino is a fine woman, but we fear she's covering for somebody.” 
“What makes you think so?” I said.
“At a town meeting — this was before Tony and Terry started their shenanigans — some of us wanted to know what was going on down in that building. We wanted to know why trucks and cars were coming in and out at all hours. The noise was very annoying.”
“And?” I said.
“Well,” Morton continued, “we have restrictions on these things. No truck traffic is allowed to pass through town after midnight on weeknights. It's an old ordinance that was put on the books when the town was more populated than now. We wanted the chief to enforce it, but she never did.”
“She’s covering for her father, the prior police chief?” I said.
Morton and Wilson nodded. 
“Keep in mind her father was a good man,” said Wilson. “We're not saying he was a perfect man — he may have had the occasional ticket fixed. We had a well-known bookie in town who fed the chief a few extra dollars so that he could continue taking bets. Hell, for as little as we were paying him, nobody begrudged him making a few extra dollars off something that didn't harm anyone.”
“Yes, go on,” I said. 
“But we think he cut a deal with some bad people,” said Wilson. “The woman who has been running Preston’s business, Victoria Hall. We think he unknowingly bit off way more than he could chew.”
“What makes you think this?” I said. 
“Well, he was in great spirits at first, but his demeanor changed drastically afterwards a few months after Hall moved in. He wasn't the same — everybody in town was talking about it. He was anxious and jumpy. He used to walk the streets and talk to everyone, but, suddenly, he became reclusive. Something was bothering him and that something killed him. He had a massive heart attack.”
“And when his daughter became chief, she assumed whatever the problem was he created?” I said.
“That's how we read it,” said Morton. “We think Chief Sarafino became dreadfully aware of whatever her father had got himself and the town into, and that she is now in trouble.”
“But you have no evidence of any of this?” I said.
“No, but we do have evidence that she may cover up something very big in her police report on Preston’s death,” said Wilson.
“What is that?” I said.
“Peter Hartley, the witness who saw Preston go over the bridge, saw what really happened to John Preston the night he died,” said Wilson.
“What did he see?” I said.
“We’ll let him tell you himself,” said Wilson. 
 
 
Chapter #35 
 
I followed Morton and Wilson to Maryville in my truck. We parked in the small lot near the bank. It was black as coal that night, but the bridge, illuminated by street lamps, sat majestically above the water.
We walked down a narrow path toward the sunken barge. Peter Hartley sat in a fold-out chair. He had a line cast into the river, while he nibbled on a sandwich and sipped on a beer. As we approached him, he turned to us. 
“Sit down,” he said. “I've been waiting for you.”
I sat in a second fold-out chair. Morton and Wilson kept their eyes on the hillside for any movement.  
“So we meet again,” he said, reaching over to shake my hand. “Like a sandwich?” he said.
“No, thanks.”
He called over to Morton and Wilson.
“Sandwich?” he said more loudly.
“Just tell him what you saw, Peter,” said Wilson. 
Hartley took a sip of coffee. 
“I only do my fishin' at night. The fish bite better. They're less wary and they bite better. And I prefer to have this pier to myself and not have to share it with a bunch of knuckleheads who scare the fish away.” 
I nodded.
“This spot has been my little slice of heaven for a long time,” he continued, “but it was rudely interrupted the night John Preston died.”
I nodded. 
“I was sitting here enjoying the good life,” he continued, “just as I am now, when I see two vehicles pull up to the middle of the bridge.”
“What kind of vehicles?”
“First was a big SUV of some kind. Second was a sedan, dark in color.”
“Preston drove an SUV. Then what happened?”
“I saw a Bit Tony exit the SUV and open the back door. He dragged out a limp body and pulled it to the railing. He threw the body over the railing then jumped in the passenger’s side of the sedan and then drove away.” 
“You tell this to anyone?” I said.
“Surely,” he said. “I told the police chief, Wilson and Morton — and now you. But it’s the way Chief Sarafino reacted that is troubling us.” 
“How did she react?”
“She said that I needed to keep what I saw to myself,” said Hartley.
“That's it?”
“She told me to leave — that I better not fish here anymore. I told her that was no kind of respectful way to be treating her godfather.”
“Godfather?”
“Me and her daddy were good friends a lot of years. Hell, we fished down here since we were kids. I been her godfather since she was baptized 38 years ago.”
“And she wouldn't believe her own godfather?”
“She believed me, all right,” said Hartley. “But she wanted to protect me from the bad people who have taken over this town. They killed Preston easy enough. I don’t think it would be much trouble for them to kill an old man who witnessed the crime.”
“This is interesting information,” I said.
“We're worried about her. We don't know what’s going on entirely, but she's into something not of her doing and we're worried she might get hurt. We’re only telling you because we figure you can help.”
“I’m not exactly Chief Sarafino’s favorite person,” I said. “She can only help herself at this point by coming clean.”
“We know it and we are working on it,” said Hartley. “She’s as stubborn as her daddy was.”
“In the meantime, you may want to keep a low profile to keep yourself safe,” I said.
“Ain't nothing going to happen to me,” he said. “I fish where and when I want to. It's my goddaughter I'm worried about.”
“I’ll do everything I can to help the chief with one exception,” I said.
Hartley cast his line far out into the water, then picked up his sandwich and began nibbling with his right hand.
“What’s that, sonny?”
“That I never have to drink with her again.” 
 



 
Chapter #36 
 
After I parted with Morton, Wilson and Hartley, I found a spot above the old industrial campus that houses Preston’s company. Though it was dark, the spot afforded me a nice view of the smaller building on the riverfront, which was well lighted.  
And I waited.
I wondered how Erin was doing and fought the temptation to call Mick and check in. 
I flipped on political talk radio, but nothing held my interest. Democrats called in to complain about Republicans and Republicans called in to complain about Democrats. 
I flipped to what must have been a soft-rock channel and quickly flipped past it. 
Finally, I found a sports talk channel. I turned the volume as low as I could and still hear it. 
But I didn’t have to wait for long.
A car drove down the road toward the gatehouse. It was a late model Lexus GS 350 sports sedan. The driver revved the motor as he coasted down the drive. He was a young-looking fellow with dark red hair, a cocky smile on his lips. As he approached the gate, his window rolled down and he inserted a security card into a machine. The gate opened.  
The driver drove the garage door of the smaller building. I was able to see his plate but — a vanity plate from California. It said “Lex.” 
When he got to it, the door opened. He drove inside. 
About 10 minutes later he came out the other side of the building and exited through the automated gate on the other side. He drove onto Main Street, then onto the highway — but he was moving too fast for my truck to catch up.
I turned around and drove back to Maryville. I situated myself back at the same spot. Some 20 minutes later, I saw another car, a BMW M3. It was a beautiful dark blue and it followed the precise same process. The driver had thick black hair that was slicked back. He looked to be in his 30s. His had a Michigan plate — a vanity plate that read “JoeyM3.” 
No point in following him, either.
Several similar expensive vehicles came and went the next two hours before an SUV entered the building, a black Honda Pilot with black-tinted windows and tricked out chrome wheels. It may have looked pretty on the outside, but I doubted the owner did anything to upgrade the motor or suspension. It was one vehicle I’d hopefully be able to keep up with.
I waited patiently waiting for it to come out the other side.



 
Chapter #37 
 
About 10 minutes later, the black Honda Pilot came out — say what you will about Victoria Hall, but she was running an efficient operation.
I followed him onto the highway heading south. He pulled into a service station 15 minutes later. He parked at a bay and got out. He looked to be about 30 with black hair and a slight build. 
As he put his card in the gas dispenser and put the handle in his trunk, I pretended to do likewise. As his gas began pumping, he headed inside to the convenience store. I saw him walk to the back of the store to the bathroom.
I moved quickly.
He left his front door open and the keys in the ignition — not very smart considering the line of work he was in.
I searched the dash for the back door release and found it. It rose automatically as I pushed the button. 
I ran around to the back of the vehicle and found two travel bags in a small side-wall privacy area many SUVs have. 
I unzipped one. Inside were several heavy duty freezer bags that contained small bricks wrapped in aluminum foil. I pulled out a brick and peeled back the aluminum foil to see a hard white substance. I used my pocket knife to cut off a piece, then wrapped it some foil I tore off of the brick and put it in my pocket.
I put everything back and closed the SUV’s back door. It was still closing when he exited the convenience store and walked toward his vehicle — he didn’t notice a thing.
I pretended to complete my transaction at the pump, then got into my truck and headed on back to the pub.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Chapter #38 
 
 The next morning I got a call on my cell from Dr. Joe. He told me Erin wanted to talk with me. 
“How do you feel?” I said, as I entered her room.
She lay on her side shivering.
“I’m fine,” said Erin, coughing. “I’m tougher than I look.”
She attempted a smile.
“I’m just glad I got you out of there,” I said. 
“How did you find me?” she said. 
I told her how I found her.
“You’re really amazing,” she said. “You saved my life.”
I blushed.
“I know you’re not feeling well,” I said, “but do you have the energy to talk?”
She nodded.
“I want justice for John,” she said. “I will always have the energy for that.”
“We’ll take this slow,” I said. “The day you came to the pub, you visited the Washington County Coroner first?” I said.
“Yes. As I told you the first time we met, he said he could not talk to me about John’s death because he did not know I was John’s real wife. He said his ruling on the manner and cause of death would take the police report into consideration.”
“So you visited Chief Sarafino next?”
“Yes, I told her John had been murdered. I pleaded with her to come with me to our house. She told me I needed to remain quiet for the moment. She told me to go right home and lie low.”
“Did you give her your contact information?” I said.
“Well, I gave her false information,” she said. “At that point, based on the way she responded, I was not certain who I could trust. I didn’t want anyone to know where I lived.”
“And throughout this time, did John let anyone know about you?”
“Only his mother,” said Erin. “We were very careful. We put everything in my name before I married him — our cell phones, email accounts, everything. We went off the grid, so to speak. Only John's mother knew we had got married or where we lived.”
“So as you left Chief Serafino’s office, you saw the big man, Tony, and the little man, Terry?” I said. 
“Yes, they saw me and walked toward me quickly. I jumped in my car and got out of there.”
“Then you visited Elizabeth?”
“Yes. I had never met her before, but John spoke well of her. I thought I could trust her, but she knew nothing of me. John was going to tell her on the day they were to have lunch. I visited her because I had nowhere else to turn.”
“How did the conversation go?” I said. 
“Awkward. I didn’t tell her about my full involvement with John, if that is what you mean. I told her I knew him and that I was certain he was murdered. She began crying. She told me about you and told me to go to you for help. She said she’d follow me down to your pub after she showered and changed, so that both of us could share our concerns about what happened to John. She seemed to be uneasy in my presence and I sensed she wanted me to go. Of course, I don’t blame her.” 
“So you came to see me?” I said.  
“Yes,” said Erin. “But as I drove down the parkway into town, I saw a black car behind me. I thought I saw the same two men in that car. So I sped up and jumped off the first exit I could find and zig zagged through town to make sure they weren’t able to follow me.”
“But they did follow you.”
She nodded.
“I parked my car in a garage downtown. I took cash out of my wallet, then left my purse and cellphone in the car. That way, if they mugged me on the street, they would not know anything about me. I paid cash to a cab driver, who dropped me off at the pub. I have no idea how they were able to follow me. I’m so sorry I dragged you into this.”
“They are professional bad guys,” I said. “It’s not your fault. Tell me about you and John?”
“When I first met John and learned who he was, I had zero desire to befriend him let alone date him. We met in a strip club, for goodness sakes, a place I didn’t want to be. I was embarrassed that I was even doing what I did, just to raise money.”
I knew she took the job to raise money for the care of her now-deceased daughter and felt her pain. 
“How did you come to grow closer to John?”
“He was very persistent, but he was also very genuine in his way. We became good friends and gradually he told me the truth about his life — he said I was the only one in the world who he’d told the whole truth to and that meant a lot to me.”
I nodded. 
“It was an odd situation,” continued Erin. “Our friendship blossomed into more. Neither of us saw it coming, but I fell in love with John and he with me. He presented me with a plan for how he would tell the truth about his past, so that we could have a future together. It was really an amazing thing, you must understand, for a man to give up so much worldly affluence and the only thing he’d get in in return was me.”
“I'll bet lots of men would be willing to make that exchange.”
She smiled. 
“It wasn't about my ego, though,” she said. “It was about John's heart and about honesty and truth. It was about redemption. None of us is perfect — I certainly am not — but how many people would have the courage to walk away from fame and fortune the way John was about to do?”
“A small number, to be sure,” I said. “But how does this relate to Victoria Hall?”
“Well, he told me he was going to meet with her and tell her he was resigning. That was the last time I saw him. He never came home. He was found in the river a few days later.”
“How did he get into business with Hall? Did he ever tell you?”
 Erin laughed.
“John was a lot of things, but attentive businessman was not among them. He cared about helping people and never cared about the money. He told me that in the process of helping others, he spent more than he brought in and had to file bankruptcy. Hall was a turnaround specialist with a proven record. She invested in the business. Business boomed soon after she became his partner, but in time he became suspicious of her.”
“Suspicious of what?” 
“He was traveling a lot, but Rosie told him about the cars coming and going from the building by the river Hall had leased to one of her businesses,” said Erin. “Then Rosie gave him a Xerox of the coded ledger Hall was keeping. He suspected she was keeping double books, but he couldn’t make sense of the code. John planned to turn them over to the authorities once he resigned.”
“Did he tell Hall he had the ledger?” I said.
“I don’t know,” said Erin.
“Do you know where he put the ledger?” I said.
“That is the million dollar question. All John told me was that he hid it in a safe place and that he’d get it in the right hands. But I have no idea where he might have put it.” 
“Well, it wasn’t in your house. They tore the place apart and didn’t find what they were looking for. What about John’s mother? Might he have stored it there?
“It’s possible,” said Erin. “He was confident that nobody knew about her.”
“Maybe I’ll pay his mother a visit while you get back on your feet. Elizabeth said John planned a press conference?”
“Yes, he did,” she continued. “The plan was for John to meet Hall and formally resign, lunch with Elizabeth and tell her everything, then conduct his press conference and tell the world the truth. I helped him draft the press release he was going to pass out to the press.”
“You have the press release?”
“Yes, it is on the leather key chain that was at my house — the one I had you to take from our home.”
 
 



 
Chapter #39 
 
The key chain contained a USB drive hidden inside a leather strap. I pulled out the drive and plugged it into the USB port in Maureen’s laptop. The screen displayed the only file on the drive: “AboutJohnMiller.doc” 
I opened the file. 
Here is what it said:  
 
The Truth
By John Miller 
 
(A hand-out for the media.)
 
Dear ladies and gentlemen, I want to thank you for attending this press conference today. In a world full of woes, what I have to say is of small importance. But I need to tell you the truth about who I really am. 
My name is not John Preston, nor has it ever been. My name is John Miller.  
I was born into near poverty in a small mining town near Wheeling, West Virginia. My father frequently spent his coal miner’s wages at the bar, then came home and smacked around my mother. Unlike me, he was a big man, strong and broad, and he was cruel when he drank.
When I was 10, he came home one night in a drunken rage and fought with my mother. The fight turned violent. He began to hit her, as he had so many times before. I told him to stop and he did not. He hit me and I flew into the corner. And while I lay there, he beat my mother — he was beating her bloody. I ran to the shed, got out a 12 gauge shotgun and, while he stood over her kicking her and screaming at her, I shouted at him to stop. He turned and saw me holding the gun and laughed. He resumed beating my mother. I shouted again for him to stop. He turned to me. Enraged, now, he charged me and I shot him in the chest — shot him dead.
I was not let out of detention until I was 18 years old. I was in because, while defending my mother from a brutal beating by my abusive father, I’d shot him dead.
At first, I bounced around the country working odd jobs. I bounced around for years, not making any headway. But then I decided to reinvent myself. 
I assumed the name of my Uncle John Preston, rest his soul, who died when I was 18. He was a good man who taught me many lessons in life and I sought to emulate him. It was my intent to honor my uncle's name by making something of myself. By doing some good for the world. 
It was for this reason I was drawn at first to the field of human psychology and later to helping so many people who had mastered the principles of solid, happy relationships, something I studied with great intensity just as a scientist might examine the world to find out what makes it work. 
I found my way into the University of Pittsburgh. I truly wanted to understand men and women, truly wanted to master my subject so I could help couples know greater happiness and satisfaction on this planet than my mother was ever able to imagine.
It was during my studies that I met Elizabeth. She was an associate professor at the school. Though she was nearly a decade older than I she became my mentor, my partner and my best friend. I could never have known any of the success I enjoyed without her support and encouragement. 
It took a good long while, but as my star rose — as my speeches gained notice — and my audiences grew in size, I thought I could do no wrong. I thought I was a god, in a manner, and I thought my ideas were the right ideas.
Among my ideas was a hatred for my father, a hatred that shaped my views of men, and made me feel that men, as a rule, were the problem, and that men indeed were in need of repair.
And then I met Adam Clive. This fellow had been a Pulitzer Winner, a poet who marched and supported the feminist movement, but over time came to see that while women had made tremendous strides, it was men who fell behind. He made me see this and know this firsthand, and we had many mighty debates on what it is to be a man.
Throughout this period, I will admit, I was not the happily married man I portrayed myself to be. Though Elizabeth and I never said that we were a married couple, we portrayed ourselves as one. The truth is, we never were married. And though ours was partly a romantic relationship early on, in later years it become strictly friendship and business.
And, for a time, I went off the rails. For a time, I led a double life in which I had gone wildly out of control — booze, drugs, women, all of it. It was during this period, too, that I lost control of my company. I was a bad businessman and did not know it — as we grew, I lost money. The company fell into a spiral of debt and I had no choice but to turn, unfortunately, to a third-party, a specialist who turns failing companies around. 
Her name is Victoria Hall and I had thought she was my business partner. She was not. I will address Ms. Hall and what I think she has done to my company with the authorities immediately after today's press conference. My knowledge of her wrongdoing is partial at this time. But I want it to be clear that I had no knowledge, until very recently, of illegal activities that may have been taking place within my company, and neither did I profit from them.
The important message for today is one of apology. I want to come clean with the people who have come to rely on me and believe in my message — the people who have applied my principles to good effect and now enjoy better relationships and marriages and greater happiness. Please do not let my failure as a human being in any way affect what you have accomplished on your own. Please do not let my failure affect your own wellbeing.
The truth is I have only recently learned what love really is. I learned this through a wonderful human being, a woman whose name is Erin, a woman who is now my legal wife, married to me under my real name, John Miller.
Erin helped me to see the light. She helped me to see what is beautiful and what is grotesque and the way I'd been living — the long lie that my life had been — she helped me to escape.
I am willing to lose all the worldly possessions I have gained, because these things mean nothing to me, while Erin means everything to me. I am willing to give up my expensive suits — this one I wear today is the last time you will see me in it — and retire to a modest life, a mild life, a life in which you will never hear from me again.
Lastly, I am at this time, following this press conference, turning myself over to the police and will cooperate fully to help them get to the bottom of the mess of what my company has become. More details will be forthcoming soon as they unfold. I want to be clear that if any illegalities have taken place within my company, they are not of my doing.   
Again, I apologize to all the wonderful people who have supported me over the years, who have believed that I can help them and who have benefited from my words and thoughts, as imperfect and human as they have been.
I am truly sorry.
Thank you.
 
John Miller 
“He didn’t know Hall was running a heroin operation right under his nose,” I said to Erin. “But he did have a copy of her ledger and he probably told her he was going to the authorities.”
 
“I know where you can look for the ledger,” said Erin.
 
And so she told me.
 
 
 



 
Chapter #40
“Gertrude, I’m looking for a ledger that John had in his possession,” I said.
“Well, let’s look in Johnny’s room,” she said.
I followed her down the hallway into a bedroom in the back of the house. It was a simple room with a single bed, modest chair and a roll-up desk.
“Sonny, why don’t you roll up the desk there and see if it is in there,” Mrs. Miller said to me.
I rolled up the desk. Inside was a picture of Erin and Preston, kissing each other, some pens and pencils, some paperclips and other office materials, but nothing more.
I opened the drawers but they were empty.
I looked in the closet and found some of Preston’s clothes, but no ledger. I looked under the bed and in between the mattress and the box spring, but found nothing.
I searched the entire house — the basement, the attic, the closets — but could not find the copied ledger anywhere.
“Is there a special place John would spend time at inside or outside of your house?” I said.
“Well, Sonny, Johnny said the whole house was special because he had it built to keep me warm and happy,” she said laughing. 
I doubled back to every place in the house where John may have hid that ledger — inconspicuous places in the attic or basement or a hidden cover in the wall, as well as anyplace he may have set it in his bedroom or the other rooms in the house.
I spent five hours looking for it without any luck.
“When Erin is well, I’ll bring her here,” I said. “Maybe she’ll have better luck than I.”
“You’re welcome anytime, Sonny. You go find those bad people who took my Johnny away.”
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The next day I visited Lou Geraldi, a special agent for the Drug Enforcement Administration and long-time friend. 
“Lou, I have something you’ll be most interested in,” I said.
I set an envelope on his desk that contained the white powder I’d got from Hall’s couriers. He opened the envelope and scooped out a small amount of the drug.
“Well, what have we here,” he said, smiling.
He opened his desk drawer and pulled out a small plastic tube. He placed the powder in the tube, then put a lid on it and shook it. The contents inside turned purple.
“Pure heroin,” he said. “We’re aware of a lot of increasing heroin activity in the tristate region, but this is the first I’ve heard of any activity in Maryville.”
“I imagine business conditions are changing quickly in that racket,” I said.
“You got that right. Heroin distributors are popping up everywhere. Last year we had more than 350 heroin overdose deaths in Pittsburgh and its surrounding suburbs. Twenty years ago we had fewer than 30 a year.”
“Why such a rapid increase in usage?” I said.
“Prescription pain medication is the primary driver. Americans are popping pain pills in record numbers. Do you know that America doctors wrote more than 250 million prescriptions for opioids in the past year alone?”
“Opioids as in opium?”
“Opioids refer to a broad category of drugs derived from opium or morphine,” said Lou. “They include prescription drugs, such as Percocet, Vicodin and Fentanyl. Their chemical is very similar to heroin.”
“And patients are getting hooked?” I said.
Lou nodded.
“In the past, heroin addicts tended to be street users who stood on corners in impoverished areas. Today, addicts include soccer moms, business executives, high school kids with money to spend and people from every walk of life, who got hooked after they had knee or back surgery. They started with prescription meds.”
“But why?”
“Because Opioids used to be reserved for the worst cases, typically to ease the pain of terminal cancer patients. That changed in the 1990s when big companies began marketing them as ‘safe’ medications to ease post-surgical pains.”
“I still don’t understand how people with prescriptions to pain pills transition to heroin,” I said.
“For some, their prescription runs out. Others do so because of the expense. Street heroin is about 10 percent the cost of prescription medication — and incredibly easy to find.”
“If Hall has established a big distribution center in Maryville,” I said, “how is she getting the heroin into the country?”
“There are a variety of ways they do it. Recently, you may have seen in the news that a submarine went ‘aground’ carrying eight tons of cocaine. Drugs, both cocaine and opium, have been shipped into the country by private airplanes, inside containers marked as food, cement/concrete, artifacts… you name it.”
I told Lou everything I knew about Victoria Hall — including my concern that Chief Sarafino was on Hall’s payroll.
 
“That might explain why we know so little about what is going on in Maryanne,” said Lou. “When drugs are a problem within a community, the local police are usually eager to bring in county, state and federal authorities to establish a task force. But they are also in a position to keep up us.”
“I don’t understand why would Victoria Hall want to take over Preston’s company if she merely wanted to distribute heroin?” I said. “
“My guess would be money laundering,” said Lou. “Heroin distributors can produce a lot of cash, but if they can’t find a way to launder it, they cannot enjoy it. We’ve been seeing increasingly sophisticated schemes to launder funds — particularly when millions of dollars are involved.”
“Any examples?” I said. 
“International drug cartels have been working elaborate schemes with the world’s largest banks. The bankers profit handsomely by disguising wire transfers in such a way that they are almost impossible to trace.”
“How would they go about doing this?” I said.
“The cartels buy their own banks in South American countries,” said Lou. “The Caymans is a fine place to own a bank. They transport their illicit cash to their bank, deposit it, then wire it into the legal banking system and eventually recapture the funds as legal revenue, so they can begin living like millionaires.”
“I have only one more question for you today,” I said. “Victoria Hall has been keeping a handwritten ledger and she is keeping it in code.”
Lou smiled.
“That’s an old organized crime trick,” he said. “You can’t run a big operation by yourself. You have to send payments to many people. So they use an elaborate code system to conceal numbers and names.”
“Preston had a Xerox copy of Hall’s ledger,” I said. “But we don’t know where he put it.”
“If you want to bring down Hall, you need to find it,” said Lou. “We need to know how she’s getting drugs into that old building, how she’s getting the money out and how she’s likely laundering it through Preston’s company. If you can help me prove that, I can get a task force together to go in there whether Chief Sarafino wants us to or not.”
“No big order, that,” I said, smiling.
“I’ll make some calls and see what I can do, but we’ll need more hard evidence to go in there without the chief’s blessing,” said Lou. 
“Then I’ll get you hard evidence,” I said.
Lou gave me his personal cell number.
“You need any help any time of the day, you call me and I will be there,” he said.
“Will do,” I said, “and I think I know someone who can provide insights into how Hall is using Preston’s company to front a massive heroin operation.”
 



 
Chapter #42 
 
Nobody would expect that Vinny Talenti was a multimillionaire, but he was. A retired Carnegie Mellon University professor, he was one of the world’s first ethical hackers. Though he was in his 70’s, he kept himself busy helping the world’s largest private and government organizations secure their data systems.  
“I have a difficult money laundering project for Mr. Vincent Talenti,” I said as I walked into his office and shook his hand.
“Goody,” he said. “So what do you got?”
I told him everything I’d learned about Victoria Hall and her heroin operation.
“You know as well as anyone that a private company like this can be clever about concealing its finances,” I said. “I need you to uncover what is really going on.”
“I like money laundering projects.” he shouted, his eyes bright. “I haven’t sunk my teeth into a good money laundering case in more than a year. So let me be clear. You want me to learn all I can about Preston’s company and what Victoria Hall may really be up to?”
“That's right.” 
“Goody,” said Vinny.
“This work could be very dangerous,” I said. “I know you're a clever man, but something big is going on, and I want you to be careful.”
“Scouts honor,” said Vinny.
“Also, I hope to have a second project you can assist with. Hall kept a coded hand-written ledger. We are trying to locate a copy of it. It will have code in it that we need a mastermind like to crack.”
“How much do you think that will cost?” I said.
“Well, I’d say two projects as fun of these should run about $5,000 dollars.”
“Why $5,000?” I said.
“Because that’s all I can afford to pay you for letting me work on both!” said Vinny.



 
Chapter #43
 
Island Jim sat at his favorite table in the rear of the Leaf and Bean cigar and coffee shop in downtown Pittsburgh’s Market District, a legendary establishment frequented by some of the city’s most fascinating characters.
“How goes it, Jim?” I said as I clipped a cigar and lighted it.
“Not bad for an old guy but it’s early yet.”
Jim started his cigar shop to front his numbers-writing business, but ended up creating a line of fine cigars, Leaf by Oscar, that took off nationally and made him a very well-to-do fellow. 
When he wasn’t traveling to his cigar plant in Honduras or visiting the more than 1,100 cigar stores around the country that sold his cigars, he was sitting at the back table in his establishment doing what he always did: keeping up with the goings on in Pittsburgh and having fun.
I grabbed a Leaf by Oscar in the large humidor, paid the cashier and was soon sitting with Jim puffing away. 
“I can tell by the look on your face you’ve got a live one going on.”
“That I do,” I said.
His gray hair spilled out of his cowboy hat and onto his blue-jean shirt. 
I told him everything that happened since Erin Miller walked into my pub.
“The short of it is this: I know that Victoria Hall is distributing heroin from the old industrial campus that houses Preston’s company in Maryville. I wonder what you may have heard about it?”
“Word on the street is that there’s a sizable amount of heroin moving out of Maryville,” said Jim. “It’s supplying distributors in this region and well beyond. It’s been an open secret the past year or so, but volume has ticked up considerably in recent weeks, since John Preston was fished out of the Monongahela.” 
“Victoria Hall told me sales had surged since Preston died,” I said. “What she didn’t tell me is her operation is probably clearing out inventory before shutting up shop. What do you know about her?”
“I read plenty about her in the Wall Street Journal and the business mags,” said Jim. “I read them all these days now that I’ve become something of a cigar mogul.”
Jim laughed aloud, as surprised by his massive success as anyone. 
“She has an MBA from an Ivy League school and had established herself as a turnaround specialist for distressed companies,” he continued. “As her reputation grew, she was able to attract more investors to raise the capital she needed to either buy out distressed companies or partner with their owners. Maybe her prior success was legitimate, but maybe it wasn’t. One thing is certain, however: Her investors in Preston’s operation include thousands of poor saps who are addicted to the opiates she is pushing.”  
I shook my head in disgust.
“You have to give her credit, though, for getting away with it for so long,” said Jim. “She has a stranglehold on the town of Maryville for four years. She’s managed to keep the feds from intruding into her business. That is not easy to do.”
“She had the goods on the Maryville police chief’s dad — and the stranglehold on him continued once his daughter took over as chief.”
“I’m aware of that,” said Jim. “But here’s something that you may not be aware of that will surely interest you.” 
“Go on.”
“Now I may not be the smartest fellow in the world,” said Jim, “but a fellow like me, who sits around a cigar joint most days, has a bit of free time on his hand. And I enjoy a good riddle. I was curious to learn who might be behind everything that is going on in Maryville, so I did a little poking around on my own.”
“What did you find?” I said.
“Well, when Hall moved Preston’s operation to the old industrial campus four years ago, I began getting wind the heroin operation shortly after. So, I wondered, what was the story of that that old campus?”
“Yes?”
“Well, Preston’s company operated from it, but the company wasn’t purchased by Preston’s company.”
“Who was the buyer?”
“Victoria Hall,” said Jim.
“It’s possible that Hall has a real estate portfolio and leased the property to Preston’s firm?” I said.
“That’s exactly the case,” said Jim, “but that isn’t the interesting part.”
“What is the interesting part?”
“The former owner of the campus is erstwhile mobster Salvatore Mosconi,” said Jim. “That information is public record and available on the county’s website.”
“An odd coincidence.”
“Here’s what’s more interesting,” said Jim. “The old campus was appraised at $685,000, but Mosconi sold it to Hall for only $100,000.” 
“Well, then,” I said. “It’s time for me to pay Salvatore a visit.”
 
 
 
 



 
Chapter #44
 
Salvatore Mosconi sat at the bar of the Gut Wrencher Comedy Club, chain-smoking cigarettes and laughing deep smoker-cough laughs as his forty-something son, Guido, performed on stage. 
The Gut Wrencher is in the cellar of the Mosconi Hotel, one of the many second-rate real estate properties Mosconi bought, or coerced people into selling. The comedy club had been in business a year, after the jazz, blues, Reggae and rap clubs had all failed — the last two of which produced numerous fistfights and a couple of shootings.
According to the East edition of the Pittsburgh Tribune-Review, it was Guido's idea to create the comedy club and nurture his lifelong ambition of becoming a comic. 
Guido was dressed in a striped blue three-piece suit and dark sunglasses. Unlike his father, who was built like an aging linebacker, Guido was very slight of frame and couldn’t have weighed more than 135 pounds. His hair was graying at the temples. His face was pale, with bags under his eyes. 
His shtick, as far as I could determine, was to portray himself as a faux mob character blended with Rodney Dangerfield and tell outdated Henny Youngman jokes.
“There was a girl knocking on my hotel room door all night,” he said. “Finally, I let her out.”
Salvatore laughed so hard, he nearly coughed up a lung — then he saw me and I walked up to him.
“What now?” he said, holding his hands out to his side.
I shook his hand.
“Just a few questions for you?” I said.  
“OK, then,” he said. You want something to drink?” 
“No, thanks,” I said.  
He ordered a double scotch from the bartender.
“Have a seat,” he said. 
I sat.
“I played golf yesterday and hit two good balls really hard,” continued Guido. “I stepped on a rake.”
Salvatore coughed out a laugh. 
“My son kills me,” he said. “So what do you want?”
“I'm wondering if you've got back into the old business,” I said.
“What the hell you talking about? I been clean since you and your boys put me away — sent me up for 8 years.”
“I'm interested in an old manufacturing campus you used to own in Maryville,” I said.
“What about it?”
“What's going on there?”
“How the hell would I know? My daughter Sophia runs my businesses now.”
“You are telling me you are not in business with Victoria Hall?”
“Victoria who?” 
“It is going to be a regrettable thing, this time,” I said. “The feds are finally beginning to crack down on the heroin epidemic. You will go away for life this time.” 
“Heroin? I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about,” he said. “I promised my wife on her death bed I’d never go back into the business — that I’d make sure our children would be legit. I swear of this on my wife’s soul, may she rest in peace.”
Salvatore was so convincing, I found it conceivable that he had no knowledge that his property had been sold to Victoria Hall. Then again, Salvatore had always been a sly fox throughout his productive criminal career.
“Besides, you know I never got involved in narcotics,” he said. “Drugs were never my style.”
“What do you know about the old campus in Maryville where Preston’s company is now located?” I said. 
“I don’t know nothing,” he said. “We got a zillion old properties all the way up and down the Monongahela. You want information, talk to my daughter, Sophia.”
Salvatore pulled out his wallet and handed me a worn card.
“You better treat her good, too,” he said. “She’s the apple of my eye. Graduated cum lade with her MBA from Penn or Wharton or whatever it is called. She’s doing a hell of a job running our businesses since, but she ain’t well.”
“I’m sorry,” I said.
“She’s battling the big C, leukemia,” said Salvatore. “I hear you do anything to upset her, it’s gloves off.” 
“I hope you’re telling me the truth, for once,” I said, smiling. 
He raised his hands.
“Scout’s honor,” he said, laughing hard.
Guido began telling a joke about a guy he saw at the bar last week. 
“This Gumbah is so drunk, he falls down, so I pick him up and set him on the bar. He falls down again, so I pick him up and set him on the bar and he falls down again. So I decide I better take him home. I bring him to his house, drag him to his door and he falls down. I pick him up, set him against the house and he falls down. His wife answers the door and said, 'Thanks for bringing my husband home, but where's his wheel chair?'“
Salvatore hacked up another lung.
“My son didn’t turn out like my daughter — he’s been a hell of a disappointment, if you want to know the truth — but he sure knows how to make me laugh,” said Salvatore.
 



 
Chapter #45 
 
“We sold the Maryville campus four years ago to Victoria Hall, Inc.” said Sophia Mosconi, sitting behind a large mahogany desk in the downtown Pittsburgh headquarters of Salvatore Mosconi Enterprises. 
“I see,” I said, trying not to stare at her.
Sophia could have been a 40-something clone of stunning Italian actress Sophia Loren. Her jet black hair, hazel eyes, full red lips and natural curves were causing me to swoon.  
“Did you negotiate the sale contract with Victoria Hall?”
Sophia shook her head.
“No,” she said, reviewing the contract on her desk. “My brother was working for our company at the time and he arranged the sale — though we were not happy with the terms.”  
“What was the problem?” I said.
“Guido sold the property for significantly less than the property was valued. He was eager to get his commission. But what is worse is that he also agreed to hold the mortgage on the property over a five year term, rather than require cash payment, which is something we never do.”
“What do you mean hold the mortgage?” I said. “You owner-financed the property?”
“That’s correct,” said Sophia. “Instead of requiring Ms. Hall to pay cash or get a bank loan, he arranged the contract so that Hall would make five annual $20,000 payments. So long as she met the terms of the agreement, her company, Victoria Hall, Inc. would own the building free and clear after making the fifth and final annual payment. As a result of the poorly constructed contract, however — and many other problems we had with Guido’s inability to carry out our corporate mission — we encouraged him to leave the real estate business or my father’s business and focus his attentions on opening his comedy club.”
“What is your corporate mission?” I said. 
“It’s been very clear the past five years,” she said. “We’re aggressively liquidating my father’s real estate portfolio to generate the funds we need to shore up his legacy.”
“His legacy?”
“It’s true that early in his career my father, like many children of immigrants from his generation, went outside of the law to make a living,” she said. “It’s also true that my father has done many good deeds for his community and for the underprivileged with the wealth he created. His reputation was tarnished when you sent him to jail. We wish to restore it by showcasing his many good deeds.”
I wanted to bring up her father’s many bad deeds — the ones that my Uncle Mick sent him to jail for — but I let it rest.  
“What is your plan to restore your father’s reputation?” I said.
“It is twofold,” said Sophia. “Our hope is to sell off our properties to the right people and organizations. Our goal is not to maximize the profits by making it affordable for organizations to buy and revitalize them. At the same time, our hope has been to help bring these old industrial towns along the Monongahela back to life by working with up-and-coming people and organizations. By buying and renovating the old campus and moving John Preston Enterprises to Maryville, Ms. Hall had has been a textbook example. She created hundreds of good jobs in Maryville.”
Yeah, I thought, for hired goons and drug couriers.
“I want my father to be remembered for improving the economies of these old steel towns and we are beginning to see some success,” she said. “But the second part of restoring his reputation is to ensure that he is remembered for his work supporting the country’s biggest charities for foster care.”
“Tell me more,” I said, feeling suddenly guilty that I hadn’t thought much about the plight of foster children.  
Sophia pointed to a picture hanging on the wall behind me in which she was surrounded by five young children of different ethnicities.
“That’s my young family,” she said, “all former foster children I was able to adopt in time. My father loves my children as if they were blood offspring. When he learned how difficult the adoption process was, however, he wanted to help not just me, but thousands of children who get stuck in the system, as well as thousands of foster parents who hope to adopt foster kids.”
“Your children are beautiful,” I said. “You and your husband must be very proud.
Sophia smiled.
“I have no husband,” she said. “My first fiancé left me for a waitress. My second fiancé left me for a hair stylist at a chain salon. Looking back, I’m glad they did. I always wanted to be a mother and, by breaking my heart, they unwittingly opened up the world of foster care to me. I threw myself into it. I was shocked that foster care in the world’s richest country is such a mess.”
“How so?” I said.
“For starters, there has been a notable increase in the number of children in foster care in recent years,” said Sophia. “The Department of Health and Human Services said there were some 415 thousand children in the foster care system last year. They come from all backgrounds. Twenty-two percent were Hispanic, 24 percent black and 42 percent white. Just under 100,000 of them were available for adoption in the United States, but only 20 percent were adopted. Thanks to my father’s charity, however, we are making it easier for foster parents to adopt.”
“It is admirable what you and your father are doing,” I said.
“We’re just getting warmed up,” she said. “Though the Salvatore Mosconi Foundation is the world’s largest single contributor to organizations that assist foster children, we must do more.”  
“What is your strategy?” I said.
“We are working to change the laws to make adoption easier for parents willing to share their love. And as foster children get into their teen years, they are far less likely to be adopted. We are working with public and private organizations to provide funds needed to educate these left-behind children and give them a better chance to prosper in their lives. Unfortunately, I have very little time to complete this important work due to some health issues.”
I nodded.
“Salvatore mentioned this to me,” I said. “How are you feeling?”
“I have good days and bad,” she said. “Unfortunately, the chemo I’m taking is gradually becoming ineffective against the chronic leukemia I’m battling. My doctors tell me it’s just a matter of time before it stops slowing the spread of my cancer. I hope to have all of our affairs in order before that happens.”
“I’m sorry,” I said. 
“I seek no one’s pity. I’ve been very blessed and I’m able to establish funds to give my children a fine education and the care they need to thrive as adults — when I’m gone. We’ll also be able to help thousands of other foster children with funding, which makes me very happy, but I have to sell off our real estate portfolio first.”
Sophia glanced at her watch.
“I have an important meeting to attend shortly,” she said. “Is there anything else I can help you with?”
I shook my head.
“I’ll be in touch if I have any other questions,” I said. “Again, I admire what you are doing and wish you the best.”
I stood, shook her hand and left.



 
Chapter #46 
 
 In my experience, a little pressure properly applied, can sometimes cause bad people to overreact and to make mistakes – mistakes from which I have profited. So I paid another visit to Victoria Hall.
“What the hell do you want now?” she said, sitting behind her large mahogany desk. 
“I figured you wanted to see me.”
And she did want to see me. The Maryville chief surely had told her I knew where Erin Miller was and that she was safe.   
“You called the meeting, dip ass, not me,” she said. “Now get to it.”
I leaned back in the chair and put my legs up on her desk. If I had a cigar, I would have taken my time lighting it.
“I want to know why you lied to me,” I said. 
“What are you talking about?” she said.
“You told me you hadn’t spoken to John Preston in weeks. But I know that he met with you the day before he died. After he walked out the front door of this old building, nobody ever saw him again. Some people think you had him killed and then staged his suicide.”
She laughed out loud.
But I could see the intelligence in her eyes as she processed what I’d said. She was trying to determine how I discovered she had met with Preston that day. Maybe Rosie told me? Or maybe I had helped Erin Miller escape and she told me John met her that day?
 At this point, after her hired hands rooted through Erin and John’s home, she likely knew who Erin was. But she still didn’t know what Erin knew — and she wondered if I knew what Erin knew.  
“Now, why would I want to do a thing like that?” she said, smiling. “He was my cash cow. I’ll go broke without the little twit pumping out books and DVDs.”
“You had him killed because he was going to hold a press conference at which he was going to accuse you of conducting illegal activities inside this facility,” I said.  
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she said.
“Come, now, Vicky,” I said, smiling. “You’re running a sizable heroin distribution operation right here. I figure you’re moving as much product as you can to cash out before you finally shut the operation down.” 
“You’re reading too many mystery novels, flat foot,” said Hall.  
“But you had him killed. You had Tony and Terry drown him along the banks of the river, then tossed him over the bridge later that night. Trouble is they scuffed the heck out of his shoes while dragging him to and from the car and tore off some buttons. Not to worry, though. Chief Sarafino is on your payroll. She’s helping you cover your tracks.”
Hall laughed again — a forced laugh.
“Then a woman named Erin Miller comes out of the woodwork,” I continued. “You had no knowledge of her existence prior to that day. Nobody did. Not even Elizabeth Preston knew of her existence. So when you whacked Preston you were unprepared for Erin Miller to go rushing to the authorities blabbing about having evidence that Preston had been murdered. The Maryville chief alerted you to her as soon as she left the chief’s office — or maybe your employees had something to do with that. Maybe the chief’s office is bugged, too, you being a clever lady. Whatever the case, you had your men shadow her to my pub. You had them abduct her and then imprison her in her own home. You had them drug her with heroin all week to make her a hardcore addict — with hopes of withholding the drug until she told you what she knows and helped you find John’s copy of your ledger. Bravo. Well played. Almost.”
“Stop it,” said Hall. “You’re embarrassing yourself.”
“The thing is I know what Erin Miller knows,” I said. “I have evidence that Preston was going to quit your company and go public about the illegalities that are taking place here. And I have your ledger and we will crack its code soon and you’re going to be in a world of hurt when we do.”
Hall’s face grew red. She said nothing. 
“I dislike you very much,” I continue. “I dislike what you’ve done to people struggling with addiction. I dislike you for killing Preston and hurting Erin Miller. I’m going to hurt you. I’m going to have you prosecuted for murder, for drug distribution, for money laundering… oh, the sky’s the limit.”
“You’re making the biggest mistake of your life,” she said, as she pressed a buzzer on her phone. 
“Come,” she said into the loud speaker. 
I jumped across Hall’s desk and stood behind her with my Glock out before Tony and Terry walked into the office, their pistols drawn. I pressed my Glock into the back of Hall’s noggin.
“Hiya, boys,” I said, smiling. “I know you’re a little sore for being so incompetent you were unable to keep a drug-addicted woman from escaping. However, if you want the lady here to keep writing your paychecks, you will put down the guns on the desk nice and slow and everyone will walk away happy.”
“Do as he says,” said Hall.
Tony and Terry set their guns on the desk. I picked up both and put them in my coat pocket.
“Ms. Hall here is going to escort me out of the building and we can arrange to chat another time,” I sad. 
“Let him go,” said Hall. “The ass clown is too dumb to realize what he has got himself involved in.”
I kept the Glock pressed against her head as we walked down the hall and took the elevator down to the lobby. When Rosie saw my gun pressed against Hall’s head, she appeared startled, but fought a desire to smirk.
“Rosie, hold my calls,” I said, as Hall and I moved toward the front door. 
I let Hall go at the entrance.  As I jogged to my truck, she shouted at me.
“You have no idea what hell you just unleashed on yourself, dumb ass,” she said. 
She slammed the door. 
I fired up my truck and got the heck out of there.
 
 
 



 
Chapter #47 
 
I was a few blocks from driving onto the expressway, when I heard the siren and saw the police lights flashing behind me. 
I pulled over.
Chief Sarafino got out of her cruiser and approached me. I rolled down my truck window.
“To what do I owe this honor?” I said.
“License and registration,” she said. 
I gave her my license and registration.
“Your right brake light is out,” she said. “And you ran a stop sign a block back.”
“I didn’t see a stop sign.”
“Wait here,” she said. 
She went to her cruiser and called my plate in. I heard my name on the police radio. 
Five minutes later she returned.
“Sign here,” she said.
I looked at the ticket. She wrote me up for the brake light and reckless driving. 
“You’re fining me $347.00?”
She smiled.
“Take it to the magistrate,” she said. 
“You’re sore that I didn’t make a pass at you the night you drank me under the table?”
“Don’t flatter yourself.”
“That I talked to the fisherman who saw what really happened to Preston?” I said. “That would be Peter Hartley, your godfather?” 
She said nothing.
“Is it that Victoria Hall is distributing massive quantities of heroin from an operation within your jurisdiction, that she killed Preston and that you’re helping to cover all of it up?”
Her face turned hot red.
“You have no idea what you’re doing, McClanahan. You’re interference is going to be costly.”
“Chief, there are people in this town who love you and who want to help you. Let's join forces and stop this thing now.”
She glared at me — as though debating whether or not to shoot me.
“Here is what is going to happen,” I said. “I’m going to bring Hall down. Why don't you tell me how she has directed this thing from the start? I know a few judges and I think we can get you a modest sentence for helping to break this thing —”
“Leave,” she said.
“C’mon, chief.”
“Get the hell out of here unless you want me to impound your car for the alleged transportation of drugs,” she said. 
“Have it your way, but I'm bringing Hall’s operation down. I don't want to have to bring you down with it.”
The chief got into her car and punched the accelerator, spitting gravel against my legs and my truck.
I didn’t mind though. 
It was way less painful than the hangover she gave me.
 



 
Chapter #48 
 
I stopped by the drug treatment center to see how Erin was doing.  
She was wrapped in blankets shivering, yet her hair was damp and sweat was dripping down her pale face.
“How are you faring?” I said. 
“I can understand why addicts keep going back to heroin,” she said. “It is one way to make this awfulness go away.”
“Is there anything we can do?” I said.
She shook her head, then jumped from the bed and moved quickly to the bathroom.
“Excuse me,” she said, as she closed the door and vomited for what seemed like 10 minutes.
I heard the commode flush and the water in the sink turn on and off. She walked slowly to the bed crawled back into the blankets. I wanted to help her so badly but didn’t know how.
“I’m spending a lot of time in there these days,” she said. “What have you learned?”
“That information can wait until you’re feeling better.”
“I want to know now.”
I brought her up to speed on everything I knew.
“Good,” she said, “you’re making progress.”
She jumped up again and ran to the bathroom for more of the same. I waited for her to return and jump back under the covers.
“You’re at the peak of pain and agony right now,” I said. “Hopefully, the worst will be behind you in the next few days. You’re incredibly courageous.”
“You’re courageous and John was courageous,” she said. “All I did was get abducted and injected with heroin. I hope to be better soon so I can help you bring the people to justice who killed John.”
She lay on her back and held her forehead with her hand, clearly fighting another bout of nausea. 
It was hard for me to see her in such pain, but that motivated me to get back to work. 
I left her and headed back to Maryville to keep figuring out how I would bring down Victoria Hall. 



 
Chapter #49 
 
It was nearly midnight when I got to Maryanne. I parked in the same spot above Preston’s facility. I opened up my thermos and poured a cup of fresh coffee in the canister cup.
I pulled out my binoculars and looked down to the building that housed Hall’s heroin operation. It was well lighted. Just like clockwork, cars were going in and out at a brisk pace with license plates from all over. 
This time, I wasn’t as interested in the cars couriering the heroin out of the building as I was intent on figuring out how Hall was getting the all of her cash out. There had to be vast amounts in small bills — the way addicts typically would buy their stamp bags — and lots of money in small bills takes up lots of space. 
The next two or three hours went like molasses. I never much enjoyed stakeout work — never had much patience for it, as the spare time caused my mind to wander to random memories and personal failures and lots of other things I didn’t much want to think about.
Such as the night my might marriage ended.
I fell in love with Lauren the first time I set eyes on her walking in front of the Cathedral of Learning on Pitt’s campus. I couldn’t take my eyes off of her. I was never a shy person but I still don’t know what compelled me to approach her and ask her out on the spot, but I did it. And I don’t know why she accepted, but she did.
We married our first year out of school, as I became a rookie cop and she began her nursing career. We bought a cozy home in the city’s Brookline neighborhood. Lauren worked on her master’s in anesthesiology while I moved up the ranks. We were both busy, but when I became a homicide detective all balance was lost in our marriage. The truth is, in time, I was more committed to my job and catching murderers than I was to Lauren.
After several heated arguments over my long hours, I agreed to change my ways. Lauren had prepared a wonderful dinner at home, where we planned to work out our future and plans to begin our family.
I remember pulling in the driveway that night, just before dusk. I was calm and happy and eager to spend the night with the girl I fell in love with at first sight a decade before.
But my police scanner spit at me just as I pulled into my driveway. There was a jumper on the Homestead High Level Bridge — right down the road from our Squirrel Hill home. I quickly determined I could get there faster than anyone — and that I could defuse the situation and save a life better than one of our beat cops.
I rolled down the window and placed my light onto the roof. I dropped the transmission into drive and gunned it. I saw her look at me through the front window as my wheels spun over the dried salt and I sped up the road.
He stood on a concrete pier, one of four that jutted a few feet above the railing at equal points in the center of the bridge. His back was to me. He stood facing the cold, black water of the Monongahela, as though he were on a dark stage about to dance. It took me two hours to talk him into coming up onto the bridge — and only because I lied to him and told him I had his wife on the cell phone. I told him she said she loved him and begged for him to talk to her. 
As soon as he climbed over the rail, I handed him the phone, then tackled him and cuffed him, while he called me a liar and told me he wanted to die.
I dreaded what would await me at home. I was not surprised to find the lights out and Lauren gone forever —
A box truck exited the garage. Big Tony was driving. Little Terry sat in the passenger’s seat.  
They drove slowly up the drive and into the town. I coasted down the hill, then gently turned the key as I got down to a side road. I moved as quietly as possible as I shadowed them. I sat behind a building at a stop sign until I could see them exit the entry ramp onto Rt. 51, then I sped through town and onto the ramp to get behind them. 
They continued driving north, heading toward Pittsburgh. After 20 minutes, some six miles before downtown Pittsburgh, it turned right onto Lebanon Church Road. Tony was driving at a modest pace — just a few miles above the speed limit. The two-lane road allowed me to see them a quarter mile ahead with ease. I sat back and just followed.
We went four or five miles this way. We were heading back toward the river — back toward McKeesport and Homestead, towns that were just miles upriver from Maryanne. As we drove the West Mifflin airport came into view on our left — it was a small airport that catered mostly to private planes and corporate jets.
At the next stop light, the truck turned left and headed toward a checkpoint leading into the airport gate. I caught up close enough to see them enter the gate — through the binoculars I could see Tony flash a badge or ID, then he was allowed in to drive onto the tarmac. 
Through the fence, I could see the truck move slowly toward what appeared to be a private jet some quarter mile from the gatehouse. It pulled up on the backside of the plane, but the plane was now blocking my view.    
I drove further along the fence to get a better view of what they were doing. I found a clear view just as Tony opened the back of the truck. There were two big men in the back of the truck who began unloading thick white laundry bags onto the bed of transporter vehicle. It took them 20 minutes to move the full payload, which had to include 50 or 60 of the large bags. 
The transporter moved from the back of the truck to the cargo area of the plane, which looked like a small-to-midsize jet of some kind. It took about 15 or 20 minutes for the two men in the back of the truck to load the cargo onto the plane. 
When complete, the two men climbed back into the back of the truck. Tony closed the back doors then he and Terry got into the cab of the truck and left.
For the first time since Erin Miller walked into the pub, I was about to get lucky.



 
Chapter #50 
 
“That plane there?” said the red-haired female security night guard, pointing to a small jet plane.
Her grey uniform was a size too big. Her face was round, her hair bright red. She was painting her fingernails pink as we talked. 
“That's the one,” I said, talking through the small window in the tower. “What can you tell me about it?”
“That’s John Preston’s company plane,” she said. “A shame what happened to John in the river. He was really nice.”
“When did you see him last?” I said.
“It’s been well over a year,” she said. “More like two years. Before that he used it all the time to fly to his seminars. I tried to get my boyfriend, Billy, to go to one in Pittsburgh, but he refused. Billy’s a welder. We're engaged and will be married next year.”  
She blew on her freshly painted nails on her left hand, then showed me the ring on her finger.  
“I know it's just a cubic zirconia, but Billy will get me a real one after we finally make it legal,” she said. “We've been dating for seven years, you know.”
“It's very nice,” I said. “If John hasn’t been using the plane, has it been sitting idle?”
“Not at all,” she said, whispering. “Since he stopped using it, it’s been going out lots.”
“Do you know where it goes?”
“Sure,” she said. 
She picked up a log book, flipped through it, then pointed to some entries. 
“Cayman Islands,” she said. “It used to go about once a week but now it goes every single night, then comes back the next day.”  
“Did Preston every fly there?”
“Nope, never once since I’ve been here and that’s been six years,” she said. “Every time the plane went to the Caymans, it went without Preston.”
“How often has it been going to there?” I said.
“Well, I’d say the regular flights started about four years ago or so.” 
“How many people are on board?”
“Only one,” she said. “The pilot. His name is Carter. Bob Carter. That's all he does. One run down, one run back. Nice work for what they pay him, which is a lot.”
“You know Bob Carter?” I said.
“Sure. Everybody does. He works for Preston's company. Nobody likes him though. He isn't very talkative — unless he's drinking. But when he drinks he gets nasty, so nobody likes him. He's really handsome though — tall and good looking. Anyhow, he spends most of his time on that plane just waiting. It used to be a sedan would come and load big bags onto the plane that were in the trunk. Then a van. Now they come in a big truck with lots and lots of bags.”
“When does the plane leave?” I said.
“Should be leaving soon. Usually before midnight.”
“Do they declare you what they are hauling?”
“Nope,” she said. “They don't have to declare anything, the plane being private and all.”
“How is it possible for a truck to pass by only one guard, then load contents directly onto a plane?” I said. “I thought everything has got stricter since the 911 attacks?”
“That’s a laugh,” she said. “If I were a terrorist, I’d get a hangar at a small, private airport. After a few months, nobody asks you any questions or much cares what you do. Pretty soon, you come here in your vehicle, flip your security badge, then enter the tarmac. Nobody checks nothing.”
“That’s surprising,” I said.
“Look,” she continued, comfortable in her expertise, “rich people don't like to wait, and this is an airport where the rich people and the corporate people and coddled people of every kind park their private planes. When they want to fly, they fly — right away. That's just how it is.”
“You're telling me there’s no way for me or anyone to find out what the two men in the truck just loaded into John Preston's company jet?”
“I didn't tell you that,” she said, smiling. “I meant there is no formal way to do so.”
“Then how might I find out?”
“Just ask.”
“Ask who?” I said.
“Me. Now you can't tell my fiancé Billy, of course, but when Billy cheated on me once I got back at him by having a little fling with Bob.”
“Bob Carter, the pilot of Preston's plane?”
“That's right.”
“You know what was just loaded onto Preston's private jet?” I said.
“Of course,” she said, leaning close to me. “It's money. Bags and bags of money. Like I said, Bob talks a lot when he drinks.”
And that’s how I learned how Victoria Hall was moving all of her cash out of the country.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Chapter #51 
 
I arrived back at the pub late that night, tired and ready to go to sleep. Just as I was heading up to Maureen’s apartment to check on Erin, I heard a loud pounding outside on the back door of the pub.
I reached for my Glock as I headed back down to the door. I looked through the window in the pub’s kitchen to see a man with three small children, one of them in his arms. The other two clung to his legs. 
I unlocked the door.
“May I help you?” I said, my guard still high.
“My name is Eduardo Ramirez,” he said. “I’m Rosie’s husband. May I come in?”
“Yes, yes,” I said holding the door open for him and his children.
“I’m worried about Rosie,” he said. “She didn’t come home tonight from work. She’s not answering her cell phone.”
“When did you last talk with her?”
“This afternoon,” he said. “She always leaves work at 5:00 p.m. She told me she’d be a little bit late tonight because she had something to do.”
“Did she tell you what?” I said. 
“No, she was whispering to me on her phone. But I’m worried because she began snooping around to find out what was going on in the secure building by the river. She was so upset about John’s death. I begged her not to do anything, but there was never a woman more stubborn than she.”
“Did she say how late she’d be?”
“She said she might be 20 or 30 minutes late,” said Eduardo, “but that she’d still be home for dinner. She never arrived. I went to her place of work and the people there told me she left hours ago.”
“What people?” I said. 
“One was big with black, curly hair and the other was small with red hair.”
“Eduardo, I want you to go home with your children and lock your doors.”
“Did something happen to Rosie?” he said. “I don’t know what I’ll do if they did something to her.”
“I’m going there now,” I said. “Please, go home with your children and I will contact you as soon as I can.”
 



 
Chapter #52 
 
I pushed the truck to its limits to get to Maryville.
As I crossed the Maryville Bridge, I parked and walked to the railing with my binoculars. A cool breeze passed up the river. 
Everything was quiet. 
I looked down to the river bank but the bank was dark and the visibility was not good. I could not see or hear anything — until a car started and the headlamps turned on a road that paralleled the river. It appeared to be a sedan — a black sedan. 
I jumped in the truck and roared down the ramp toward the river bank. I hung a right and roared up the road to where I’d seen the car start and drive toward town. 
I grabbed my flashlight and ran to the river bank. I pointed it up and down the river but saw nothing. I heard nothing. It was an otherwise calm night and cool down by the water. A
After scanning the water and the bank for 15 or 20 minutes, I wondered that maybe I’d overreacted. Maybe the car was driven by a fellow or two who just completed night fishing by the river.
My thoughts shifted to Rosie. What if they still had her inside? How could I get through Hall’s security to get inside to hopefully find her well?
Lots of random thoughts went through my mind as I tried to decide what to do next when I saw it.
About 30 feet from the bank, I saw a white piece of cloth floating in the water. I kept the flashlight pointed at it as I tried to figure out what it might be. 
Then the cloth rolled in the water and I could see Rosie’s face. 
I dove into the water with the flashlight and swam to her. I pulled her to the river bank.
“Rosie,” I said shaking her. “Rosie, talk to me.” 
She said nothing.
I felt her pulse and there was none.
I opened her mouth. It was filled with water.
My police training kicked in. I placed my palms on her chest, elbows straight, and pushed down. I did this every few seconds counting one, two, three. When I got to 30 I breathed two deep breaths into her lungs. 
I fought like hell for 20 minutes to bring her back but I knew she was gone.
I rolled onto my back, out of breath. I thought about Eduardo and his little ones and I wanted to cry.
Then I thought about Victoria Hall and her employees, and I wanted revenge. I wanted it right then and there. 
I was plotting my plan of attack when I heard the police siren.



 
Chapter #53 
 
Chief Sarafino jumped out of her car and ran down the hill toward me and the corpse of Rosie Ramirez.  
“What happened?” she said.
“I figured you knew,” I said. “Aren’t you the one covering for these bastards?”
“Is she dead?”
I nodded.
“Her husband came to me in a panic because she hadn’t gone home,” I said. “They killed her tonight. Where were you?”
“I was out on patrol,” she said. “I knew nothing of this.”
“You’re enabling this,” I said. “Why don’t we go to Hall’s operation now and take care of the men who murdered her.”
“You can’t do that. Not yet.”
“Not yet?” I said. “How many more people do you want to die?”
“I’m working it out,” said the chief. “You need to trust me.”
“Trust you? Rosie is dead. Her husband has three little ones he will have to raise on his own. I’m going to take care of Tony and Terry right now.”
I got up and started walking to my truck. 
“You’re not going there, Sean. You’re going to get in your truck and go home.”
I turned around.
“You’re not stopping me,” I said.
“You stubborn son of a bitch,” she said. “I’m telling you the time is not right. I’m working on this. Something big is going to happen and I don’t want you screwing it up.”
“Screwing it up?” I said. “You’re doing such a dandy job that two people are dead and a third would be dead if I didn’t find Erin Miller before they murdered her, too.”
“Go home, or I will put you in jail for interfering in police matters.”
There was something in her voice that, for the first time, made me trust her. 
I took a deep breath and calmed down.
“Just go home,” she said. “I’ll take care of Rosie. Everyone in this town knew her and loved her. I’ll get the coroner here and take care of everything in due time, but you have to be patient.” 
“Your patience is getting people killed,” I said.
She gave me a now familiar glare.
“Go home,” she said. “I’ll explain everything to you when I’m ready.”
 
 
 



 
Chapter #54 
 
I drove to Eduardo and Rosie’s home late that night and broke the news to Eduardo. I stayed three hours, as he sobbed, telling me what a courageous, loving woman Rosie was. 
My anger returned as I drove back to the pub — I dreamed of what I was going to do to Tony, Terry and Hall. 
I tried to put it out of my mind as I ascended the steps to Maureen’s apartment. 
Just as I opened the door, I could hear Erin vomiting in the bathroom. Mick had a horrified look on his face.
“She’s bad tonight,” he said. “As bad as she’s been. She’s been vomiting all night.”
I was going to knock on the door and check on her, but knew she was in no mood for company. 
I told Mick about Rosie.
“Those sons of bitches,” said Mick.
I heard her Erin vomiting again and a surge of anger rose up in me so hard, I punched a hole in the plaster wall. 
“I want to get my hands on those bastards,” I said to Mick. “I want them to feel the pain these innocent people are feeling.”
Erin vomited again.
“I have to go back to Maryanne,” I said.
“Be careful, Kid. Don’t let your emotions make you reckless.”
“Chief Sarafino said something big is going down tonight,” I said. “I want to see it for myself.”
 
 



 
Chapter #55 
 
I parked in the same spot that afforded me a view of Hall’s campus and the river bank. It was nearly 2:00 a.m. when I returned. I pulled out my binoculars and scanned the campus, the town and the roads along the river. Nothing was happening. 
My mind wandered.
I thought about Erin and wondered if she was getting worse or had finally peaked and was on her way to getting better. 
My binoculars scanned the area where Rosie was murdered, and I got mad. 
I took a few deep breaths, trying to calm down. 
I plugged my phone into the truck stereo and streamed the Frank Sinatra channel. When I was a child, my mother loved listening to the crooners of that era sing and I hated it. But at 42, the music reminded me of happy times at home when my mother and father were still here. No music filled me with calm and happiness like the Sinatra channel did.
I thought about my deceased wife, Lauren, and wondered how different might life would be had she lived. I’d have quit the force and rededicated myself to her, I was certain. We would have rekindled our love for each other and would have started a family.
I’d be taking my boys to sporting events — maybe even coaching their team. I’d be doting on my daughters, spoiling them rotten, and shadowing their every move, in a dangerous world, to be sure they would always be safe. 
I dreaded the holidays in recent years, but they would have been joyful and memorable with a wife and family. Sundays were the hardest days of the week for me as a single man, but how glorious would they have been with big Sunday dinners, my blossoming family devouring my pot roast, my children laughing and singing and basking in the glow of my love.
My mind had wandered this way for three or four hours when I saw a river barge chug up the Mon, then dock itself in front of Hall’s building. 
I started the truck and drove slowly toward the building with my lights off. I parked on a road parallel to the river, made sure my Glock was holstered and ready to go, and grabbed my policeman’s flashlight. 
I headed down the bank toward the barge.
As I neared the dock, I heard men talking. They used heavy duty dollies to move plastic-wrapped wooden crates from the river barge into the building. There were four or five men doing the work and they were moving crate after crate — heroin, no doubt.
I moved closer to get photographs with my cell phone. I wanted to get pictures of the faces of the people delivering this cargo. I moved right up to the side of the dock and climbed up the steep cliff to get in a position to get close-up shots.
I counted a shipment that was in the neighborhood of 200 crates — a motherlode of heroin. If only I could have the feds catch them right in the act right now. I thought about calling Lou, but knew they’d be done moving their cargo inside before he could arrive. 
If only Chief Sarafino was not thwarting the feds from bringing this operation down, I thought. If only
“Don’t move,” said a female voice, the cold, hard barrel of her gun pressed into my spine.
“Chief?” I said.
“McClanahan?” she said. “I told you to stay out of here.”
She put her gun in her holster. I saw her camera in her other hand.
“I want you out of here now.”
“Why don’t we bust them right now? We can crush Hall with the shipment she just received.”
“You and me against Hall’s security people? We won’t make it out alive.”
“You have backup?”
“My backup is at home with his wife. Don’t you know how small-town police forces work?”
“Let me get some pictures,” I said.
“I have that covered,” she said. “I want you to leave now and not jeopardize what I am doing.”
I have to admit, I was pleased to see she was working on the right side of the law all of the sudden. I had to agree, too, that we were outmanned and outgunned and that I should head back and reconvene with the chief in the morning.
“OK, you’re right,” I said. “I’ll head out of here. We can talk tomorrow.”
I carefully retraced my way back to my truck. I surveyed the area with my binoculars for a while and saw nothing. I carefully slipped out of the darkness and walked to the truck. I opened the door and set my camera and binoculars on the front seat. 
I was about to step inside the truck when I heard him someone behind me.
It was a thump, a familiar sound — the sound a blackjack makes when it smashes into a human skull. 
The gravel parking lot rose up at my head like a freight elevator. Everything went black.



 
Chapter #56 
 
I opened my eyes to see Little Terry standing above me, holding an empty syringe. 
My anger welled up in me. I turned quickly and tried to take the legs out from under him with a swift kick to his calves, but he was much faster than I.
“Why don’t you relax and enjoy the juice,” he said in his annoying high-pitched voice.
A warm wave rushed over my body. All of the regret, anger, stress and guilt that had been dogging me was washed away by an incredible sense of wellbeing.
So this was heroin, I thought. This was why people got addicted to it so fast?
I didn’t dislike Hall’s employees anymore. I didn’t dislike what they’d done to Rosie or Preston or Erin — or what they were about to do to me. 
Tony walked over to me and took the gun from me. I didn't put up a fight.
The euphoria increased — it was unbelievable. 
I began to dream.
I remembered falling asleep as a child in front of the television — remembered how my father picked me up, his mighty paws holding me tight, as he carried me to my bed.
I felt so safe in his hands. So secure. I was happy to go to my bed, my sheets crisp and fresh, my bed perfectly made — happy to sleep like the dead.
I had the odd sensation of being lifted off the ground. I could hear footsteps — someone else's footsteps — as I was being carried. I just wanted to laugh — laugh at how silly everything was, how silly it was that bad people would go to such lengths to do bad things.
I had a vague sense of where we were — we were moving toward a car, a dark car. Terry opened the trunk. I was moving toward the open trunk, then, suddenly, flung inside. 
It didn't hurt. It felt good. As I lay there curled up like a baby, the trunk closed on top of me, but I didn’t mind. 
The euphoria was incredible — the sense of wellbeing was unbelievable — and then I went to sleep.
 



 
Chapter #57 
“Wake up,” said someone, smacking the side of my face. 
As I came to, the back of my head was pressed against a concrete floor. I felt like someone set a locomotive on my chest. 
“I said wake up,” said Little Terry, kneeling beside me, smacking me again.
Big Tony stood next to him, his gun pointing at my head.
Then I saw Victoria Hall. 
“McClanahan, you dumbass,” she said. “You could have cut a sweet deal for yourself, but you had to go and try and become some kind of hero. Tell us where the girl and the ledger are and your death will be as painless as possible.” 
I said nothing.
“We can do this the hard way or the easy way,” said Hall. It’s up to you.”
“Go to hell.”
“Have it your way. Here is how this is going to finish. Terry will keep injecting you and keep letting you come down. In three or four days, you'll crave this drug more than you have craved anything in your dumb life. You’ll do anything for another injection. You will tell us what we want to know.”
“I’m going to hurt Tony first,” I said. “Terry is such a twit, I’m not so worried about taking him out. But you, Vick, you will die a painful death because of what I’m going to do to you.”
Hall laughed loudly.
“You ass clown,” she said. “You have been outmatched from day one. You have no idea who you have been up against. And you’re going to lose. Now tell me what I want to hear.”
I said nothing.
“You’re awfully proud for a heroin addict,” said Hall. Tony laughed and Terry cackled.
Terry pulled a plastic billfold out of his breast pocket and opened it. He pulled a syringe from it. He pulled off the needle protector then squirted some fluid out of the top. 
As he knelt toward me, I fought to get up. Tony pressed my shoulders to the ground, then held my right arm up for Terry to inject it. I kicked up my heels and nearly caught the Terry in the head.
“That's no good,” said Terry. 
He nodded to Tony, who hit my head with a powerful right. My vision blurred. He pinned me to the floor. I felt like a child, too weak to fight him off.
Terry knelt again and this time succeeded in injecting me in the neck with his needle. 
My pain disappeared instantly — the sluggishness, the weakness, all of it gone. 
“You’re probably dumb enough to stash her in your little apartment above your bar,” said Hall. “If you don’t give me what I want, your friends, employees and patrons may suffer some horrible collateral damage. It’s your call.” 
I wanted to respond but could not. 
I knew I should be mad, but it was impossible to feel mad. 
No, I felt grand — like all was right with the world. 
I fell into a wistful, troubled, euphoric sleep. 



 
Chapter #58 
 
I woke, lying on the cold concrete floor. No one was near me. I was alone in a small room surrounded by block walls and bright fluorescent lights. 
I fought to push myself up. I got onto my knees. After some effort I got onto my feet and leaned against the wall. I was dizzy, weak and nauseous. 
I heard talking — it was muffled talking in another room. I pushed myself along the wall toward the door. It was coming back to me now. The way I was caught and injected with heroin in that room. 
My jaw began to throb and I felt the dried blood on the side of my face. I pushed myself to the door and pressed my ear against it.
“I told you we will just keep at it until he finally talks,” said high-pitched Terry. 
“But what if he doesn't tell us,” said Tony.  
“He will,” said Terry. “I gave him enough to knock out an elephant. When he wakes, he'll be weak and tired, then we'll inject him again. Go get me more juice in the processing room.”
“Now?” said Tony.
“Now,” said Terry. 
I could hear his footsteps grow faint as he walked down a corridor. 
Thanks to Dr. Joe, I got an idea.
I pretended that I was vomiting and suffering a seizure — typical symptoms of a heroin overdose. Hall would be mighty upset if Terry killed me before I was of use to her.
Little Terry, surely thinking` he gave me too much, rushed into the room, leaving the door open. I kept up my act. 
Terry pulled the leather case out of his suit pocket and, removed a syringe, then put the case back in his pocket. He pulled a small bottle out of his pants pocket — the heroin antidote Narcan, no doubt. 
Anxious to inject me, he fumbled with the bottle and dropped it as he attempted to fill the syringe. He knelt to pick it up. I grabbed him by the neck and got him to the floor. I hit him with everything I had, which wasn’t much, considering the condition I was in, but it was enough to knock out the little man. 
I reached into his pocket and pulled out his billfold. He had two syringes left. I stuck a needle in his carotid artery and squeezed. His breathing got suddenly easy and relaxed.
I searched his pockets and found my Glock and truck keys. I put them in my pocket. 
I dragged him to the corner, closed the door and waited. 





 
 
 
Chapter #59 
 
A few minutes later, I heard Tony walking toward the room. The door opened and he entered.
I jumped in front of him and tried to drive my forearm into his trachea, but I didn’t get a square shot. 
He smiled.
Assuming I was no great threat to him in my current state, he didn’t reach for his gun, thankfully. He reached into his breast pocket for his blackjack. Holding it is his right hand, he began moving toward me.
He swung and I ducked. He swung again and I ducked. He swung a third time and I didn’t duck. I raised my arms and let him hit me. It hurt like hell. I fell to my knees and leaned against Tony’s legs.
He laughed. He liked beating people up. It was his Achilles heel, because he let me get too close. 
I plunged the syringe into his groin and squeezed every drop of heroin out of the syringe. I didn’t pull the syringe out.
Big Tony shouted like a wounded bear.
“Take it out.” he said, screaming. “Take it out.”
I left it where it was. He dropped the blackjack. He stood there and just fell to pieces — until the opiates in the heroin worked its way through his system. His panic gave way to a calm. His eyes got glassy. His face formed into a dumbfounded peacefulness. He fell back against the wall and slid to the ground. 
I got to my feet and picked up the blackjack. I swatted the side of his head with everything I had. He fell over sideways onto the floor, slobbering dripping out of his mouth, the syringe sticking out of his pants.
I stumbled down the hallway toward the first door I could find with an exit sign. The door appeared to open into a garage. As I neared it, I heard a powerful engine roar. I continued moving and could see it now. It was a late-model pickup truck, a high-riding 4x4. It was tricked out with big chrome wheels and large dual exhausts — very loud exhausts that rumbled as the truck idled. The bed of the truck was covered with a thick vinyl tarp.
I moved behind a large container to conceal myself. I could see in the back corner, behind a wall of glass, eight large men, two of them weighing and packaging a white substance. The other six had semi-automatic rifles strapped around their shoulders. There were bags and bags of the stuff piled high. The two men worked at a swift pace, cutting the material, weighing it and repackaging it into smaller bags. 
It was a hell of an operation.
The driver got out of the truck. He was a young man wearing blue jeans, a Hawaiian shirt and sneakers. He had thick blond hair — surfer hair — and he walked to the other side of the truck to talk to another man, a dispatcher of some kind who was looking at a chart. He signed some paperwork and handed over a satchel that was filled with money, no doubt. While he completed his paperwork, a couple larger men loaded a few containers in the back seat of his truck. When they completed their work, they closed the back doors. 
The man with surfer hair was taking his time talking with the dispatcher. They clearly knew each other and appeared to be on a friendly basis. He was telling the dispatcher a story that caused the dispatcher to laugh.
I moved as well as I could to the other side of the room. I walked as low as I could as I moved to the driver’s side door. I picked up a clipboard and pretended to be fast at work. I don’t know if it worked or not but as I got into the truck, the man in the Hawaiian shirt said, “Dude, what are you doing?”
I pointed my Glock at his chest.
“Shut up,” I said, slurring my words.
I kept the gun pointed at him as I started the truck and closed the door. I popped it in gear and spun the wheels as I headed toward the steel garage door. It was closed. But it wouldn’t be for long.
The steel door made a spectacular noise as the truck blasted through it. I imagine the truck’s owner was sick to his stomach witnessing what I’d just done to his prized drug-purchased possession. 
I laughed to myself for the first time in days. I sped through town and jumped onto Rt. 837 and pushed the truck as fast as it could go. 
Nobody was able to follow me.



 
Chapter #60 
 
“Sean, are you OK?” said the sweetest, most angelic voice I'd ever heard. 
I was dreaming again — dreaming of the simple love of a woman I adored. Why was such a simple concept so difficult for me to make happen? My father loved my mother — adored her. He couldn't wait to get home every night to see her. And the first thing he'd do when he entered the house was to find her and kiss her on the lips — every single night of his life.
“Sean?” said the sweet voice. “Sean?”
I opened my eyes. 
Her face was less than a foot from mine. Her eyes were large and round as walnuts. Her teeth were white and even. Her skin was white and soft and she had small freckles on her nose.
“Hello,” I said, looking into Erin’s eyes. 
I was groggy. My limbs felt heavy.
“We were so worried about you.” 
She hugged me tightly. 
“Where am I?” I said, pretending I wasn't as delighted by her burst of affection.
“You're back in your apartment.”
“How'd I get here?”
“We heard banging on the back door and found you lying on the ground,” said Erin.
“When?”
“Yesterday. We were so worried about you. Maureen and Mick took turns going out searching for you. They were planning to raid Hall’s operation, thinking maybe you had been taken there. We're so glad you are back.”
“Me, too.”
“We had the Dr. Joe check you out,” said Erin. “He said that since you’d be drugged up for one day, most of the withdrawal effects should pass in the next day or two.”
“That’s good news,” I said, trying to sit up. 
My head was suddenly throbbing. 
“Hall’s men took me to the building that houses her heroin operation,” I said. “They wanted to know where you were. They wanted to know what I know.”
“I'm so sorry,” she said. “I’m nothing but trouble for you. I need to leave here.”
“No,” I said, pushing myself up. “No, you can't leave. We need to resolve this situation. You'll not be safe until we do. None of us will be safe until Hall is in jail.”
She held my hand and then hugged me tightly. My throbbing head didn't bother me so much anymore.
“You need to rest,” said Erin. 
As she sat there holding my hand, a great calm came over me. I fell back asleep and dreamed happy dreams.



 
Chapter #61 
 
The next morning Vinny visited me at the pub. 
“It's called social engineering,” he said, sitting across from me. “It's a common tactic for infiltrating a company's business systems and gathering information.”
“Go on,” I said, sipping a mug of coffee, groggy and miserable. I felt nauseous, fidgety and fatigued all at once. But there was no way I was going to delay learning what Vinny had found.   
“Several of my clients — large global organizations mostly — have hired me to see if I can penetrate their computer systems. It's much easier to do than anyone can imagine.”
“They pay you to break into their systems?” I said. 
“Exactly. They pay me to find weak spots into their information before sophisticated adversaries are able to do so. What I first do is dress up like I'm with an electric company or a telecommunications company employee. It's one of my favorite roles to play. I've played a UPS driver, a postal carrier, an IRS agent and many others, but I prefer the role of the telecommunications-company employee best.”
“You dressed up like a telephone-company employee to get into Preston's firm?” I said. “You could have been hurt.”
Vinny smiled. 
“But I'd have to have been caught first, and that is unlikely,” he said. “In any event, I was able to temporarily jam the fiber lines inside Preston’s company with a little blocking device I created. Aware that someone would report the fiber outage, I intercepted the call and said a serviceman as on his way.”
“How did you do this?”
“I climbed the phone poll a block away from the campus that houses Preston’s company.”
I shook my head and laughed.
“You are amazing,” I said.
“All I had to do next was pose as a telecommunications-company employee and enter the facility,” said Vinny. “Once inside I gained access to the switch closet. It’s there that all the lines enter the building and are routed to different equipment across the computer network. I was able to install a small electronic device that would first record all data activity on the high speed lines and then, in the wee hours, broadcast, via a high speed satellite link, all the data it had collected throughout the day. I was able to capture that data on my own computers right in my own office.”
“What did you discover?” I said.
“Some very fascinating and disturbing information,” said Vinny. “Every weekday, a large sum of money is wired directly to Preston's firm from a bank in the Cayman Islands.”
“What kind of money are you talking about?”
“It varies, but I would say the average amount is about $500,000 to $1 million per day,” said Vinny. That would be, roughly, $3.5 million to $7 million per week or $180 million to 360 million per year.”
“Holy cow.”
“These large amounts of ill-gotten gains pose a huge problem for the criminals who wish to bring the funds back into America in a fully laundered manner that allows them to use those funds to live the high life,” said Vinny. “That’s why Preston’s firms was used to launder the funds.”
“Can you elaborate?”
“In the old days, when everyone purchased things with cash, organized crime would set up legitimate businesses such as restaurants or laundromats — hence the term ‘laundering money.’ They would then take the cash that was got through illegal means and wash it through these businesses. They would create dummy orders and dummy invoices and make it appear a lot more business activity was taking place than actually was. The business would then turned a 'profit' that would be legally taxed and that profit would be legally accessible, free and clear.”
“I'm familiar with the concept,” I said. “But why did Hall use Preston’s firm?”
“The trouble,” said Vinny, “is what to when you have millions of dollars to launder? That’s the dilemma Hall faced.”
“So she’s been transporting money to the Caymans and wiring it back into Preston’s Company?”
Vinny nodded.
 “What’s most fascinating to me is what happens the day each of these transfers take place,” he said. “The amount of money that is wired, whatever it was, is retrofitted by a powerful in-memory processor to mimic credit card orders that would appear to come in from all over the world.”
“Phony orders?”
“That’s right,” continued Vinny. “Hall hired someone to create a very clever program that makes the huge infusions of cash appear to be orders coming in through credit card transactions all over the world. The most interesting part is that the credit cards are real.”
“I’m not following.”
“Whoever wrote this money-laundering program also breached thousands of real customer credit cards from all over the world, but had no interest in actually stealing from those cardholders,” said Vinny. “Rather, by using legitimate credit cards, they are able to create authentic records that the IRS would never suspect. The credit card owners have no idea their information has been breached. It’s a brilliant scheme, I must admit. I’ve never seen anything quite like it. It’s how money-laundering looks in the modern era.”
“The means you used to gather this information would not be admissible in court,” I said, “so if I want to prove Hall is doing what you say she is doing, how might I go about it?”
“There are a couple of ways to do this,” said Vinny. “One would be for the authorities to get a search order. I could then tell them where to look for the information. That could take some time, however.”
“What’s the other way?” I said.
“You need to find out who Hall hired to mastermind this laundering scheme,” he said. “He or she may be brilliant, but that person broke the law. You catch that person and he or she will likely testify against Hall.”
“Hall is keeping a handwritten ledger in code,” I said. “What do you make of that?”
“My guess is that she is not transporting all of her cash to the Caymans,” said Vinny. “She still has many people to pay to run her drug operation and payment is typically in cash. She has to pay her suppliers and that is also paid in cash. She needs to keep track of those records.”
“John Preston had a copy of that ledger and we hope to find it,” I said.
“Well, between finding the mastermind who wrote the money-laundering code and finding and decoding that ledger, I’d say you’d have enough on Victoria Hall to put her away for a very long time.”
“But first I need to find the mastermind and ledger,” I said.
Vinny nodded. 
“Your line of work is not for the faint of heart,” said Vinny, smiling.
He sure had that right.
As soon as he left, I crawled back into bed and prayed for my good health to return.



 
Chapter #62 
 
I tossed and turned all day, sometimes sleeping, most of the time not. I couldn’t get warm.
I persuaded Maureen to lock up the pub early that night, so I could sit by the hearth. It was slow and she was always happy to enjoy a night off.
I got a roaring fire going in the hearth and sat across from it in my booth. I made a cup of hot tea and put in a splash of Jameson. With a quilt blanketing me and the fire chasing off the cold, I began to feel like my old self again for the first time since Terry started pumping me with heroin a few days before. 
As I sipped my tea, I thought again about Rosie and Eduardo and that started getting my Irish up. I thought about Big Tony and Little Terry and laughed about my last meeting with them — laughed at the chewing out they were surely getting from their boss. And I dreamed about what I was going to do to them the next time we met.
I was thinking about all kinds of things, then, and nothing at all. And I must have nodded off… 
 
***
 
I woke with a jerk. 
For a moment, I didn’t know where I was.
I heard the embers burning and popping in the hearth, and I began to place myself — then heard someone coming. 
I held my breath so that I could hear better. I fished around for my gun. My Glock was taken from me by Big Tony and Little Terry. Mick lent me his. It was lying on the table. I grabbed it. 
I got a good grip on the gun and moved slowly toward the back of the pub. 
My heart was beating wildly now. I was awake.
The door that opens into the back of Mick’s office opened — and Erin walked into the pub.
I exhaled, laughing.  
“You startled me,” I said.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I thought you might be hungry. I wanted to make something for you to eat.”
I hadn’t thought about it, but I hadn’t eaten anything for two or three days — I’d barely eaten anything since Erin Miller walked into the pub.
“You’re feeling OK?” I said.
“Much better thanks to you,” said Erin. “I will never be able to repay you but I can make your favorite meal. What will it be?”
“A bacon, lettuce and tomato sandwich, with provolone cheese, two fried eggs and mayo,” I said, smiling.
“Coming right up,” she said. “After I make you a fresh cup of tea.”
A few minutes later she came out with a tray with a small pot of tea, sliced lemon, fresh cream and sugar.
“Thank you,” I said.
A fellow could get used to this. I tossed some logs on the embers and they fired right away. 
“How about some music?” she said. “How does the sound system work here?”
I pointed her to the juke box and told her how to flip it on. She fed some quarters into the machine and played some Frank Sinatra songs — as though she knew how the old crooner’s music reminded me of my mother whistling along as a boy and calmed me.
A few minutes later, Erin returned with a platter with two BLTs on fresh Italian bread. They smelled so good, they stirred my appetite. 
I took a man-sized bite and it was delicious. I could feel the nutrients restore my neglected body. But after two big bites I was already full.
Erin cut her sandwich in half and, after a few bites, also found herself full.
“I suppose you lose your appetite after being strung out on heroin for several days,” she said, laughing. 
“To my fellow junky,” I said, raising my tea mug to hers, both of us laughing.
“This is the first time I’ve felt myself since this surreal ordeal began,” she said. “It is hitting me though. I can’t believe John is gone.”
I nodded.
“This is going to take a bit of time to sort out,” I said. “We still have our work cut out for us.”
“I appreciate all you have done for me,” said Erin. “But I feel so bad for all the trouble I put you through.”
“You’ve put us in a position to stop a very evil woman from running a massive heroin operation,” I said. “I hate to admit it but I haven’t had this much action since I retired from the force. But I need you to really think now.”
“Think about what?” I said.
“Where John might have put the copy of Hall’s ledger? If it wasn’t in your house or a bank-deposit box and I couldn’t find it at John’s mother’s, where might it be?”
“Maybe I’d have better luck searching Gertrude’s house,” said Erin
“It’s worth a shot,” I said. 
The phone rang.
“McClanahan’s,” I said.
“Sean, it’s Maureen. Turn on the news.”
 I turned on both TVs above the bar. 
A reporter spoke:
“Earlier today at the Washington County Coroner’s office, Washington County Coroner J.W. Green released the results of John Preston’s autopsy report. It rules that the cause of Preston’s death was drowning and the manner was suicide. 
“The surprising piece of news is that toxicology reports found high levels of heroin in Preston’s system. The report states that the heroin likely impaired Preston’s judgment — that he’d been depressed, according to co-workers. The high dose of heroin likely had the effect of emboldening him to do what he may not have had the courage to do sober: end his own life.
“The coroner’s report cites an unnamed witness who saw Preston park his car on the Maryanne Bridge, then climb over the railing and jump to his death. 
“We also have an update on a related tragedy that involves a long-time employee of Preston’s firm, Rosie Ramirez, whose body was found in the river by the Maryanne Chief of Police last week. Preliminary reports indicate that she, too, jumped to her death from the Maryanne Bridge, distraught over the loss of Preston, her long-time employer and friend. This is Lynn Joseph reporting live from Washington, PA.”
“Lies!” said Erin, her cheeks flushed.
I was so mad, I wanted to jump in the truck and pay a nasty little visit to Chief Sarafino.
But I wouldn’t have to. 
 
 



 
Chapter #63 
 
Chief Sarafino was pounding on the back door of the pub. I let her in.
“I want to apologize,” she said, sitting across the booth from Erin and me. “I want to apologize to both of you.”
“For lying to me and everyone about John and Rosie?” said Erin.
The chief nodded.
“You need to tell me about Victoria Hall and your father,” I said. 
She looked down at the seat.
“Your assessment is correct,” said the chief. “My father was a good man with a sterling reputation. He made one mistake in his career. He agreed to take payments from Hall. He thought it was for protection and nothing more. He was unaware of her intent to run a major heroin operation in his town. He never knew it was drugs she was into. He was told she would use the old industrial campus to run a chop shop of stolen auto parts. Bad enough, for sure, but not on the level of heroin.”
“Peter Hartley told you about this?”
She nodded.
“I wasn’t here when my father was going through this,” she said. “He died before he could tell me himself.”
“I see.”
“But once Hall got her hooks in, he couldn’t stop her,” said the chief. “She had the means to ruin him. She had video recordings of him taking payoffs from a third party, a well-known criminal. But my father quickly began to put the pieces together and knew he was enabling a heroin operation in the town he loved. The stress of the situation literally killed him. I knew nothing of mess he’d got himself into until I agreed to take over as chief. The first day I began work, I was visited by Hall. She said either I continue where my father left off or she would destroy my father’s reputation.”
“So you continued?” I said.
She nodded.
“I have put all of the cash they keep funneling to me in a safe place,” she said. “I have not spent a penny of it. I don’t want it. For the past year, I’ve been trying to figure out how to stop Hall. I noticed that the activity was escalating with cars coming and going at all times. Then Preston ends up dead.”
“Hall’s men made it look like suicide, but you knew better? Is that what you argued with Hall about? I followed you to her house the morning after you drank me under the table.”
“Yes,” said the chief. “Hall denied having anything to do with Preston’s death, but I knew that was not the case. I was worried who she might harm next. As you know, Peter Hartley, my godfather, was fishing on the sunken river barge that night. He saw two men throw a lifeless Preston over the Maryanne Bridge. I feared for Peter’s life — I had to buy time — and that is why I had to lie about what he saw.”
“Then Hall had Rosie killed,” I said.
Chief Sarafino nodded.
“Yes, but I have no hard proof that can tie her or her hired hands to Rosie’s death,” said the chief. “Not yet, anyhow. I knew that the only way to bring Hall down was to get the goods on what she is doing — and establish fool-proof evidence that Hall had Preston and Rosie murdered. I’ve been working feverishly to do just that.”
“You’re telling me that is why you conducted the investigation yourself?” I said. “That is why you kept out the state police, and why you kept tight control over the autopsy, thus keeping out Doc Milaskovich? You were in too deep and you had to keep going?”
“Regrettably, that is correct,” said the chief. “As I see it, I have to string Hall along — have to make her think I’m in her pocket until I can gather enough information to put her away. I had to file the police report on Preston that made it appear to be a suicide — though I planned to retract it at the right time. I was making headway until Preston died and Erin came out of the woodwork. Hall has my office bugged, but I can’t let on that I know.”
“The bugs are how they knew Erin had visited you?” I said.
“Yes. Our 911 dispatch service was outsourced to a company that is conveniently owned by Hall. Anything that dispatch learns, Hall learns. Hall is a control freak and she’s good at it.”
“So you think when Erin visited you, Hall had someone listening in and sent her two men to check her out?” I said. 
She nodded.
“I did everything I could to usher her out of my office,” said the chief. “I didn’t want her to give me any information there. My plan was to tail her and pull her over outside of town, so we could talk. But when Hall’s men approached her she ran to her car and drove off before I could get to my car. I’m so happy you found her. Erin, are you OK?”
“I’m fine,” said Erin. 
“You have to understand,” said the chief. “I have to be careful not to do anything to alert Hall that I’m building a case against her.”
“And you figured the worst was over until Rosie was murdered?”
She nodded. 
“That is exactly the case,” said the chief. “I haven’t filed my report on Rosie yet. The coroner hasn’t had Rosie’s autopsy conducted yet. But I did allow Hall to leak some information to the news that makes it look like Rosie claimed her own life, too. We need to let Hall think she is winning. We need her to keep running drugs so we can catch her in the act and prove beyond a reasonable doubt that she is behind Preston and Rosie’s murder, the drug running and the money laundering.”
“You know of the money laundering?” I said.
“Not enough,” said the chief. “I see how they get the cash out to the airport and I did a little investigating to determine that they are flying it to the Caymans. I figure Hall has someone transferring the money in an apparently legal way back into Preston’s firm to launder it.”
“Not bad work,” I said. “That’s exactly what they’re doing. This was confirmed by a white hat hacker friend of mine. Hall has an elaborate scheme that’s using Preston’s company to wash millions. You’re documenting how she’s using river barges to transport the heroin into her processing center?”
“Yes, I’ve been gathering intelligence and taking pictures,” said the chief. “But none of this is enough to snag Hall. We can snag her accomplices as they handle drugs and money, but Hall is a big fish and we need more to bring her down. But I’m getting worried that time is running out.”
“Why so?” I said.
“The activity in Maryanne appears to be slowing down,” she said. “There are fewer cars coming and going.”   
“That means Hall may be looking to seal things up,” I said. “She's likely sitting on a pile of money at the moment. It's been successfully washed clean. But the only way she can protect it is to eliminate anyone who can expose her. That would include Erin, me and you if she knew what you were up to. It may also include any of her accomplices, too — anyone who can part her from that pile of green.”
“You’re right about that,” said the chief. “I’m getting wind that she and her team of mercenaries are planning to pay you a visit. They think you rescued Erin and they think you may be keeping her in your apartment above the pub.”
“Did you tell them I was the one who rescued her?” I said.
“No, I didn’t. But as things heat up, they’re getting more aggressive. I’m just telling you to be on your guard.”
“Chief, I talked to Lou Geraldi with the DEA and he said it could take several days before his fed contacts will be able to get on board,” I said. “If we want to catch Hall with the goods, we’re going to have to do it ourselves.”
Chief Sarafino nodded.
“We need to hatch a plan,” she said.
“Chief, are you suggesting we team up?”
She smiled.
“That’s exactly what I’m saying.” 
And so we put our noggins together and hatched a plan.



 
Chapter #64 
 
“Hall wouldn’t be dumb enough to have her thugs attack us here at the pub would she?” said Maureen to Mick and me, the following morning. 
We sat in the booth by the hearth, its embers still hot. I was drinking a mug of coffee and beginning to feel myself. 
“It’s anyone’s guess,” I said. “But she has displayed some narcissistic tendencies and it wouldn’t surprise me. She’s clearly tying up loose ends. She still doesn’t know what Erin and Elizabeth may know — or, for that matter what I, you and Mick know. She appears to have eight well trained mercenaries guarding her operation, in addition to Tony and Terry. And she seems to think that we’re keeping Erin in my apartment above the pub.”
“Well, let’s be proactive then,” said Maureen. “Maybe we can set a trap for Hall’s mercenaries.”
“What are you thinking?” I said.
“If they come, you have to figure they’ll try to break into the back door,” said Maureen. “So let’s rig it so that they can break in fairly easily, then we catch them in the stairwell.”
“How can do we do that?” said Mick.
“There’s a good-sized foyer area surrounded by three steel doors,” said Maureen. “If they enter from the alley, they come into the foyer through the first steel door. Then they have only two choices — either go through the second steel door to the pub, or go through the third steel door that leads to the stairs to your apartment. So we make sure the two interior doors are locked tight, then we weld a couple of brackets outside the ally door. Once they enter the back door, the spring will automatically shut it. One of us slips up behind them and sets a steel bar across the door into both brackets. They’ll be trapped inside and nobody gets hurt.”
“I like it,” I said.
“Better yet,” said Maureen, “we can install wireless security cameras and monitor their activity on my laptop from inside the garage across the ally.” 
“Modern technology amazes me,” said Mick, “but if all goes well, we’ll catch us a gaggle of bad guys without having to lift a finger.”
“They can shoot all they want,” said Maureen. “Their bullets won’t pass through those thick steel doors or the bullet-proof window we had installed in all three. Once they’re trapped, we call the police and call it a day.”
 
 



 
Chapter #65 
“Praise the Lord,” said Gertrude Miller as she and Erin hugged each other tightly. I’m so happy to see you well.” 
The plan Chief Sarafino and I came up with was simple: She would continue collecting evidence in Maryanne to build a case against Hall, while Erin searched for that daggone ledger and I shadowed Hall.
“Gertrude, we’re still looking for the ledger that John had in his possession,” said Erin. “Do you mind if I stay with you a little while so I can look for it?” 
“Sweety, you’re welcome to stay here anytime for as long as you like,” said Gertrude. 
We searched the house high and for 90 minutes but found nothing. Gertrude talked me into sticking around for dinner and she prepared us a wonderful meal of pot roast, mashed potatoes and peas. 
It was a wonderful dinner, as Erin and Gertrude shared their memories of John — some of which caused all three of us to laugh out loud.
A few hours later, after some cake and coffee, it was time for me to go.
I gave Erin a cell phone I’d purchased for her. I used it to call my phone and bookmarked the number. 
“You use this phone to call me if you need anything,” I said. 
“I’ll be fine,” said Erin.
“Do you know how to use a gun?” I said.
She laughed.
“I was the son my Father never had,” she said. “He took me hunting. We shot pistols, rifles and shotguns at the range. And I was the star shooter on my high schools rifle team.”
I smiled as I handed her one of my spare pistols.
“Sonny,” said Mrs. Miller, “I have three pistols here and a couple of shotguns. We’re loaded for bear!”
“Gertrude and I have some catching up to do,” said Erin. “After that, I’ll search high and low for that ledger. If John stored it here, I will find it.”
Erin gave me a big hug at the door.
I left Mrs. Miller’s house and got into my truck. I was getting used to seeing Erin every day and, I admit, was already starting to miss her.
I put the truck in gear and headed to Victoria Hall’s Mount Washington house.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Chapter #66 
 
Indian summer ended that day. It was dark, damp and cold. The falling leaves stuck to the streets like paper mache. The drizzle fell lightly on the roof of my truck and, despite the motor running and my defroster at full blast, my windows kept fogging up. I sat on Mount Washington keeping a close watch over the large ugly chrome house that littered the hillside. 
I held a cup of fresh coffee, trying to keep myself awake — trying to get my equilibrium back after having my body racked with drugs and not getting much rest for days. 
It’s boring work sitting in your truck waiting. A man gets to thinking when he has nothing to think about. I’d like to say my mind was working through every angle of the Preston case — thinking through every conceivable action Hall and her minions might next take — but it wasn’t. 
I was soon thinking about the Steelers and whether they had a shot for the Super Bowl that year. I worried about Pitt, too, and hoped they'd finally find a way to bring home a national championship — or at least respectability.
I wondered about truck tires and fat aluminum rims, which I’d been thinking of getting for the truck, even though it was a waste of money — and even though Maureen made me divert much of what I was finally making as a PI back into the pub toward the new boiler.
And I wondered about Erin.
I admit I had a certain clumsiness around her — her loveliness and gracefulness turned my heart into a pat of butter in a frying skillet. It was wonderful to see her return to good health.
I danced through an unrelated mix of such thoughts over the next several hours until my coffee Thermos finally ran out and all four sandwiches had been devoured. 
I’d sat there 12 or 13 hours without any comings or goings from Hall — and I was getting restless.
Besides, it was getting time for me to go, as I’d made plans to meet Elizabeth Preston at the funeral home where Rosie was laid out; I needed to change into the suit that I brought with me.
But at 6:45 p.m. a black Crown Vic pulled up in front of Hall’s house — Tony and Terry were in the car. 
Hall’s garage door opened. A red Ferrari came roaring up the driveway with Hall behind the wheel. The Crown Vic got right behind her. 
I got behind the Crown Vic. I followed them for about 20 minutes.
I couldn’t believe where they were about to go.  



 
Chapter #67 
 
Hall and Tony and Terry drove to the funeral home where Rosie was laid out. Tony and Terry waiting in their car as Hall went inside. 
I changed into my suit inside the truck and hurried inside the funeral home, worried about a confrontation between Elizabeth and Hall. No sooner did I enter the building that my worst fears were realized.
Elizabeth was shouting at Hall, while Hall’s goons stood by ready to push her away.
“You murdered John, you witch.” said Elizabeth. “And you murdered Rosie. How dare you come here.”
“I came to pay my respects to a loyal employee,” said Hall, her face bright red.
“I know your little secrets.” said Elizabeth. “I know what John knew about your illicit activities. I’m telling the authorities everything and you’re going to jail.”
I walked up to Elizabeth and grabbed her hand.
“Come with me,” I said. 
I pulled her into the hallway. She was breathing heavily. 
“Please calm down,” I said. “This is not the time or the place for a confrontation. Hall is a dangerous person and not to be trifled with. Now let’s pay our respects to Rosie and get out of here.”
We walked into an adjacent room. Eduardo stood in front of the casket, looking down at his deceased wife. His face was blank, his three children had wrapped themselves around his legs.
“Why is mommy sleeping, Daddy?” said his smallest child.
He said nothing. He just started at his wife’s lifeless body. Elizabeth and I approached him. He turned to us.
“She never ran from a problem in her life,” said Eduardo. “She always ran right toward the fire — always had to do the right thing even if it put her in danger.”
I nodded. Elizabeth began to cry. 
“She was the sweetest, most wonderful woman, Eduardo,” she said. “John adored her.”
There was five foot wide kneeler directly informs of the casket. Elizabeth and I knelt and prayed for a few minutes. 
We tried to comfort Eduardo. He resumed his position staring down at Rosie, his little ones holding tightly to his legs.
“Daddy, why is Mommy sleeping?” said the littlest one, again, as we bid farewell to Eduardo.
I had to choke back tears as we headed for the door.



 
Chapter #68 
 
Elizabeth had taken a cab to the funeral home, so I drove her home and checked the house to make sure all the windows and doors were locked.
She was tired and sad. She thanked me and told me she was going to bed. 
I had just arrived back at the pub about to enjoy a pint, when the phone rang. Maureen was down in the basement, so I answered it. 
“McClanahan’s,” I said.  
“Sean, help.” 
“Elizabeth?” I said.
“They're here,” she said. “They're banging on my front door.”
“Who is banging on your front door?” I said.
“The two men who work for Hall” 
“Do exactly what I say,” I said. “Stay inside the house and find a place where you can hide, a place where they will never find you. Do you understand me?”
“What place?” she said.
“That is a big house,” I said. “There has to be somewhere you can hide. Think.”
“I'm thinking,” she said. “I'm think —”
Her phone went dead.
“Elizabeth?” 
Nothing. 
I jumped back in my truck and put the pedal to the floor, driving as fast as I could back to Elizabeth’s house.
 



 
Chapter #69 
When I got to her house, a windowpane was broken and her front door was wide open. I didn't see a black sedan anywhere.
I pulled out my Glock, and went inside.
I heard no noise, not a sound. I walked into the library, as I did before with Elizabeth. Everything was intact. No one was there.
“Elizabeth?” I said.
I walked into the kitchen, a large commercial-grade kitchen designed to host large parties. I passed through it into the ballroom. 
“Elizabeth?”
Nothing.
I walked into the back of the house. Under ordinary circumstances I would have marveled at the fine carved wood lining the walls, the stained glass windows that made it look like a chapel and the formed plaster ceiling that was nothing short of spectacular. Instead I called out.
“Elizabeth?”
I worked my way back to the front foyer, then to the living room, then the kitchen. Furniture was knocked over. The kitchen cabinet doors and drawers were open or tossed on the floor. 
 I went upstairs and went through all eight bedrooms with the same results — beds were overturned, closet doors were open, clothes were strewn on the floor.
“Elizabeth, are you up here?”
No response. There was no sign of her.
I jumped back in the truck and headed toward Maryanne, worried that Tony and Terry were about to claim their next victim.
 



 
Chapter #70 
Just as I pulled onto the Maryanne Bridge, I saw a black Crown Vic pull away from the center of the bridge.
I gunned the motor, stopping at the spot where they were parked. I ran to the railing with my flashlight and looked down to the dark water. 
Elizabeth was splashing in the water, coughing.
I removed my suit coat, climbed over the railing and jumped feet first off into the open air. 
Time slowed to a crawl. I could feel the chill in the air as my body rocketed toward the cold water. I tasted the distinct, pungent smell of the river. I knew my odds of survival would improve if I hit the water cleanly. I held my arms close to my thighs, pointed my shoes downward and kept my head steady. 
I could feel my speed increase, then as, I hit the water, I felt like I was hitting concrete. Every inch of my body was pummeled. 
Within an instant, my body was submerged 15 or 20 feet into the freezing cold water. I swam to the surface. My adrenalin was pumping. 
I called for Elizabeth frantically before I heard her choking as she fought to keep her head above water about 20 feet from me. I saw to her. 
“Help,” she said, choking in water.
“Be calm,” I said. “It’s going to be OK.”
“Help.”
“Kick your legs, as fast as you can,” I said as I neared her. “Keep your head above the water.”
She did just well enough to allow me to take hold of her shoulders from behind. I kicked my legs hard as I swam backwards to move us toward the river bank.
We were both breathing hard when we got there. We laid on our backs when we did. My body felt like a Sherman tank had driven over it.
“They tried to kill me,” said Elizabeth.
“Did they drug you?”
“They tried but you got there before they could do it, thank God.”
“How do you feel?” I said. 
“My body aches in places I didn’t know were there.”
I smiled. 
“We have to get out of her,” I said. “Can you walk?”
“I think so.”
She nodded. I helped her to her feet and we walked up the bank to the ramp that led onto the bridge. I got her back to the truck grateful that my keys and my Glock were still hidden behind the seat where I’d put them before jumping in the water. 
I fired up the truck. While holding the Glock in my left hand, I took a U-turn on the bridge and got us out of there.



 
Chapter #71 
 
I drove Elizabeth to her home and stood guard as she changed into dry clothing and packed a suitcase. We were in and out in under five minutes and got right back on the road and heading to Gertrude Miller’s house. 
I called Erin on my cell to let her know we were coming. Elizabeth slept most of the way. As I drove, I wondered how the meeting would go between her and Erin. 
We arrived at Mrs. Miller’s West Virginia home an hour later. I honked the horn to alert Mrs. Miller and Erin that I was outside and not a threat of any kind. Before I got out of the truck, the front door opened and Erin walked outside.
“Is everything OK?” she said.
I told her what had just happened to Elizabeth.
“Oh, my God.” said Erin, rushing to the passenger side of the truck to tend to Elizabeth. 
We opened the door. Elizabeth was still sleeping. I gently tapped her shoulder and she woke. 
“Are we there?”
I nodded.
Erin approached Elizabeth. 
“Sean told me what happened to you,” she said. “You need to get a hot shower. Would you like some coffee or tea?”
“Please, I don’t want to trouble anyone.”
“You’re not troubling anyone,” said Erin. “While you shower, I’m going to make you something to drink. What would you like?” 
“A cup of tea might be nice,” said Elizabeth.
“Something to eat?”
“Just some tea, thank you.”
“Come inside,” said Erin, helping Elizabeth out of the truck and enter the front door.
Erin and I helped her walk inside, as I carried her suitcase. 
Gertrude Miller was sitting in her rocking chair adjacent to a roaring fire. The house was toasty. 
“Bring Elizabeth over here,” she said to Erin, smiling.
Elizabeth walked up to Gertrude, tentative.
“It’s my honor to meet you after all these years, Mrs. Miller,” she said.
“The honor is mine,” said Gertrude. “I wish we had met long ago.”
Gertrude got out of her rocker and gave Elizabeth a big hug. Erin hugged both of them. Soon, all three were laughing and hugging.
The meeting went way better than I thought it would.
“Ladies,” I said, “you have my cell number. You’ll be safer here than anywhere but you call me immediately if you need anything.”
They were so enamored with each other, they were soon recounting stories about John.
After Elizabeth was situated, I got in my truck and headed back to the pub.



 
Chapter #72 
When I got back to the pub, Morton and Wilson were waiting for me in the ally.
“Something is up and we came here to warn you,” said Morton.
“Go on,” I said. 
“Mr. Wilson and I have been taking turns keeping an eye on Hall’s buildings,” said Morton. “Today, I saw a group of young men talking in the parking lot. They looked to be fit and well trained. They were loading a white van with equipment that looked like us to be some kind of SWAT gear — guns, ammo and assault gear.”
“Morton came and got me and we went back,” said Wilson. “We watched them for several hours when a black Crown Vic drove into the parking lot. Tony and Terry appeared to be giving the men instructions. Four of them got into the van. Tony and Terry got back into the Crown Vic and drove off with the van following them. We followed them onto the highway. Once we concluded they are likely coming here, we sped ahead to come and warn you. They’ll be arriving soon.”
I had Morton and Wilson park their car and wait inside the garage, then alerted Mick and Maureen to join us. Mick and Maureen had set up the security system and welded latches on the pub’s door to hold the steel bar in place. The laptop was plugged in and ready to monitor a dozen strategically placed cameras. Mick had even premade a half dozen ham and Swiss sandwiches and set up a coffee maker in the garage. It didn’t take three minutes for us to get situated and ready to catch some bad guys.
At about 2:00 a.m. — about 30 minutes after Morton and Wilson arrived — we saw, on the computer screen, a black Crown Vic driving slowly down the alleyway and a white van behind it. 
The vehicles stopped a half block away. The Crown Vic pulled to the side. Tony got out of the car and walked to the driver’s side of the van. He appeared to be giving instructions, then got back in the car. The white van began to crawl toward the back of the pub.
“Here they come,” I said, feeling the adrenaline surge. 
Mick and Maureen got up and pumped their shotguns. I did likewise. Morton and Wilson stayed put. 
We watched the computer screen. 
The van parked near the rear door. Four men jumped out, assault style, and stormed the back door. It was locked but we designed it so that they could break in easy enough. A muzzle to the handle did the trick. The four rushed inside, the spring-loaded steel door closing behind them.
“Cover me,” I said to Mick and Maureen.
We slipped out of the garage, Mick and Maureen on either side of me. I picked up a steel bar I’d laid near the door and set it into the two latches we’d had welded to the door jamb — trapping four bad guys in our stair well. 
I looked down the alley. The Crown Vic spun its wheels as it cut down a side street away from the pub. We heard the car roaring down Carson Street for a few blocks before the sound became muffled.
We heard pounding on the steel door as Hall’s mercenaries tried to get out. We went back in the garage and watched them on the laptop. 
We all laughed as we watched them argue with each other and pound on all three steel doors trying to get out. 
“I guess the plan worked,” said Morton.
The police arrived and the four bad guys were arrested without any issues — that left Tony, Terry and two mercenaries.
Our luck was beginning to turn.
 
 
 
 



 
 
Chapter #73 
I got right back to shadowing Victoria Hall the following evening. 
I sat in my truck up on the hill from her house. I had some of the coffee and sandwiches Mick had made, but after four or five hours, the sandwiches were long gone and my Thermos ran out.
It was getting near 9:00 p.m. I was about to head back to the pub to refill the Thermos when a black BMW 7-series sedan pulled into Hall’s driveway. 
Two men got out. 
One man I did not recognize. He was small and skinny and wore his baseball cap backwards. 
The other was Guido Mosconi, comedy club owner and son of erstwhile mobster Salvatore Mosconi.
Well, now.
They went inside Hall’s front door and stayed inside about 90 minutes.
The front door opened and Guido and the other fellow walked to the BMW. Guido got into the driver’s side and the other man the passenger’s side and left.
I followed them.
Guido descended from Mount Washington down to the Liberty Bridge. I kept him far enough ahead to see him without tipping him off that somebody was following him — at that hour we were the only two cars on the road.
He drove straight through the light onto a road that fed down into the South Side. He drove through some back roads until he hit 12th Street, then made a right and drove all the way to the narrow street's end. 
He parked the car in front of an old row house. Its façade was comprised of white aluminum siding, dented and warped in many spots. Every window in the house was brightly lit — the lights appeared to be on in every room.
The other man got out of the car and waved to Guido.  
He opened the screen door — an old aluminum door with an upper and lower window, the screens still in — then opened the front door. Just as he did an older woman, mid 60's if I had to guess, presented herself. She was short and wearing a fuzzy, blue robe. She hugged him and pressed her head against his shoulder.
I couldn't make out exactly what she said, but it was along the lines of “Where have you been? Why are you out so late? I was worried.”
They went inside the living room and closed the door. 
I noted the address, 107 12th street.
Guido pulled away and I followed him.
 



 
Chapter #74 
 
He drove through the Liberty Tunnels and got onto Rt. 51, heading south. I suspected he was heading to the old industrial campus that housed Victoria Hall’s heroin operation.
He arrived about 45 minutes later. The garage door opened and he drove inside. About 10 minutes later he pulled out. I continued to follow him.
This time, he jumped onto Rt. 837 and headed north. About an hour later, he got onto the Parkway and headed East — to the Gutbuster Comedy Club. 
He parked near the club’s entrance and retrieved a cardboard box from his trunk. It was getting late now and the comedy shows were done for the night. But there were several cars in the parking lot still.
Guido went inside. A few minutes later I did, too.
Forty or fifty people were waiting in a line that led into the club’s office. The line was comprised of people from all walks of life — a variety of ages, garments, and ethnicities. Some were skinny and sickly, some were dressed to the hilt, and some were too old to be out that late at night.
But it made perfect sense. Heroin addiction has gone mainstream. Rich, poor, old, young. It filled me with sadness to see the desperation in the eyes of those standing there. It filled me with anger that Guido was profiting from their addiction — and that Hall was feeding off the heroin epidemic to enrich herself.
It took an hour before the last person in line made her purchase. When she walked out of Guido’s office, I walked in.
Guido had a strap around his arm and was about to inject himself with a needle. I sat across from him. His face went pale.
“What do you want, flat foot?”
“Don’t you think you should lock the door before doing that?” I said. “With all that money here you ought to be more careful.”
Guido opened his draw, pulled out a gun and pointed it at me.
“You got 30 seconds to tell me why I shouldn’t’t whack you right here and now.”
“You’re almost dumb enough to pull that trigger,” I said. “But you won’t. You won’t because, unlike your father, you don’t know the first thing about getting away with murder. Besides, I’m here to help you.”
“Help me what?”
“Victoria Hall is going to kill you,” I said. 
“What are you talking about? She knows I’m connected. She respects me.”
“Respects you?” I said. “She’s tying up loose ends. A heroin addict who knows about her operation is a loose end.”
“That’s crap,” said Guido. “She knows who my dad is. She knows I’m a badass.”
“Here’s how I can help you,” I said. “First, I know a doctor who can help you get you clean.”
Guido stared at me in disbelief.
“Second,” I said, “I can protect you. I can get you out of here and keep you safe. Hall will never have a chance to take you out.”
His eyes darted left and right. This conversation was moving too fast for him.
“I figure you learned from friends of yours that a big heroin operation was running out of Maryanne,” I said. “When you found out it was running in the buildings you sold to Hall, you pressured her to give you a piece of the action. You threatened to go to your sister and have her terminate the five-year owner-finance contract you cut — because Hall’s illegal activities breached the contract. Hall didn’t want her operation disrupted so she cuts you in. She gives you free product so you can run your own small-time distribution operation.”  
“I ain’t small time,” said Guido. “I made 30 grand last month.”
“Does your father know you’re in the drug business?” I said. “Your sister?”
“I’m my own man,” said Guido. “I made my own bones. You got no idea who you’re messing with, flatfoot. The real question is, who’s going to help you?”
“Who were you with tonight?” I said. “Who was the little fellow that you were with when you visited Hall?”
“I wasn’t with nobody.”
“I’m going to find out anyhow,” I said. “Why don’t you tell me. How is he involved?”
Guido said nothing.
“You need to think,” I said. “I know that can’t be easy, you being an addict and all, but Hall is going to take you out. She’s going to send Tony and Terry to do it. They will make it look like an overdose. And they will get away with it.”
 “I think you better get out of her before I put a bullet between your eyes.”
“Have it your way,” I said, standing. 
I pulled a card out of my wallet and set it on his desk. 
“I really do want to help you,” I said, “and when it occurs to you how much trouble you’re in, contact me immediately.”
I walked out of the comedy club. I got into my truck and drove down the Parkway toward the pub — worried that Guido was not long for this world. 
 



 
Chapter #75 
 
The next morning, I drove back to West Virginia to check in on Erin and Elizabeth. They greeted me at the front door.
“How are you feeling?” I said to Elizabeth.
“Couldn’t be better,” she said, smiling. 
“And you?” I said to Erin.
“Almost 100 percent,” she said. “We've been talking about John. Come join us.”
I followed them into the kitchen. Gertrude Miller sat at the kitchen table.
“Coffee, Sonny?” she said.
“That would be grand,” I said. 
“I’ll get it,” said Erin, pouring me a cup at the kitchen counter.
“Sit with us,” said Elizabeth, taking a chair at the table. Erin returned to the table with my coffee and sat next to me.
“We’ve been sharing our memories of John,” said Erin. “Elizabeth and Gertrude have the most wonderful stories about him.”
“When he was 4, he carried around a tattered old blanket that he called his bubbers,” said Erin laughing.
“It is so sweet the way he doted on his Mother all these years,” said Elizabeth, smiling. “I’m so glad I finally got to meet you, Gertrude!”
“It's amazing how different his public persona was from the way he was in private,” Erin continued. “It's not that there was anything wrong with his public persona, but he was so much warmer and sensitive and sweet in private.”
Elizabeth smiled wide.
“He was also very shy,” said Elizabeth. “A lot of people never knew that. In the early years, he was terrified to talk before an audience. Goodness, I had to spend hours coaxing him. He'd finally go out and wow them.”
They fell into a spell in which both were telling stories about the man they loved. They laughed and giggled the way women do when men are not around and I felt invisible. I knew it was good for all three of them to share stories and laugh.  
“Well, ladies,” I said standing, I just wanted to check in on you. “If you have a chance later, see if you can find where John may have hidden that financial ledger.”
“We plan on doing just that,” said Erin. “We promise we’ll find it.”
“Call me when you do,” I said. 
I left them to their conversation and headed back to Pittsburgh.



 
Chapter #76 
As I drove back to Pittsburgh, I flipped on the radio. 
The news report I was about to hear would come as no surprise:
“We’re live outside of the Gutbuster Comedy Club. Guido Mosconi, the club’s owner, was found dead inside this morning from an apparent heroin overdose. Mosconi, the only son of alleged mob boss Salvatore Mosconi, was 48. Police say they found $68 thousand dollars in cash, as well as several bricks of heroin in Mosconi’s office in the club.”
Tony and Terry must have arrived shortly after I’d left. 
That meant I had to find out who Guido was with in his car the night they left Hall’s house — before Hall got to him, too.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Chapter #77 
 
It didn’t take much research to find out who Guido dropped off at the South Side residence. According to the Allegheny County Real Estate Assessment site, the house was owned by Mildred Kowalski. 
When I Googled her name and address, I was able to quickly identify family members related to her. They included Stanley Kowalksi. When I googled his name, several news stories popped up. Stanley had been a promising Carnegie Mellon University computer science student who was kicked out of the university after he got caught hacking into powerful government agencies just to see if he could do it.
I drove a half dozen blocks from the pub to his house and knocked on the door. The door opened a crack, but the chain was still attached. I saw the head of a small woman look at me through the crack.
“Mrs. Kowalski, my name is Sean McClanahan. I’m a private investigator. I need to talk with Stanley.”
I pulled out my PI license and showed it to her.
“What’s this about?” she said.
“It’s important, ma’am.”
“Are you with the other men?” she said.
“What other men?”
“The big one with the black hair and the small one with red hair.”
“When were they here?” I said.
“Fifteen minutes ago. I told them Stanley was out.” 
“It’s very important that I see Stanley right away,” I said. “He’s in danger.”
“I can’t imagine what he’s done now,” she said. 
“We don't have much time,” I said. “Those men will return. They will take Stanley away and you will never see him again.”
She looked directly into my eyes as I spoke. She paused for a moment, then closed the door. I heard the chain unlatch. She opened the door all the way.
“Follow me,” she said. 
We walked down the hallway and descended narrow steps to the basement bedroom where Stanley lived. The room was cluttered with piles of clothes, books and papers lying on the floor. Star Trek posters covered the walls. Stanley was so consumed with the video game he was playing, he didn't notice me standing there.
“Stanley,” said his mother.
He ignored her, shoving his computer joystick back and forth as he shot at characters on the screen. 
“Stanley,” she said louder.
Nothing.
“Stanley!” she said, shouting.
He looked up.
“I'm busy, Ma,” he said. 
He didn't acknowledge my presence.
“This man says you’re in trouble,” said Mrs. Kowalski. “What did you do now?”
Stanley looked at me. 
“Hello, Stanley,” I said. “We need to talk.”
 
* * *
 
“Guido is dead?” said Stanley, his face pale as a ghost.
We talked as I drove Stanley and his mother to his uncle’s house 35 miles from the city.
“That’s right,” I said. “Hall had him killed. And she was coming for you next.”
“Why’d she kill him?” said Stanley.
“Because he knew too much about her operation,” I said. “Like you did. How did you know Guido?”
“I was doing a little stand-up comedy and knew him from his club,” said Stanley. “When I got kicked out of school for breaching government computers it was all over the news. Everyone knew I was a computer whiz. So Guido asked me to write a software program to help launder some of his drug cash through his club. I gave him what he wanted in return for stage time.”
“Guido introduced you to Hall?” I said.
“That’s right, about four years ago,” said Stanley. “She wanted to launder cash, too. So I came up with a clever way to it. It was lots of fun to set it up.”
“How many people know about it?”
“Just me, Hall and Guido.”
“Did Hall give you money for this?”
“Yeah, she gave me 20 grand,” said Stanley. “But I didn’t do it for the money. I only did it to see if I could pull it off. I don't think anyone ever breached credit cards before without the owners of those cards ever finding out. After we breached them, we were able to continue to use legitimate cards whenever it suited us. This allowed Hall to create legitimate-looking financial statements, so that she could launder millions.”
“Do you know how much money was laundered?”
Stanley smiled.
“You wouldn’t believe it,” he said. “See, Hall doesn’t know I know. She wanted me to just set up the software and show her how to run it on her own computer server. It’s easy to operate and it works the same whether you're laundering $5,000 or $50 million. But she doesn’t know I set it up to send me batch reports every single night.”
“You have records of all her transactions,” I said? 
“Every single one,” said Guido. 
“Then how much money did she launder?” I said.
“Since she began using the program four years ago, Hall moved nearly $200 million through Preston’s company,” said Stanley. “Some of that was used to pay bills, staff and taxes, but Hall was able to wash about $120 million for her personal benefit. She is one rich lady.”
“Why did you meet with Hall last night?”
“She told me she wanted to dismantle the system,” said Stanley. “She wanted all traces of it to disappear.”
“Is that a complicated process?”
“Not really,” said Stanley. “I did it this morning. Hall told me to call her as soon as I was done.” 
“And you called her?” I said.
“Yeah, about an hour before you got here.”
Which means I’d got to him just before he became Hall’s next victim. 



 
Chapter #78 
 
As I neared Pittsburgh, my phone beeped. I had two voice messages — I must have lost coverage while dropping off Stanley and his mother and it beeped to alert me to the voice messages once coverage was restored. 
I pulled the truck over and called my voicemail.
“Sean, this is Erin,” said the first message. “We found it. We found the ledger! We called Lou and arranged a meeting with him. We’re on our way there. Call me back on my cell.”
I hung up on voicemail and called Erin. I got her voicemail. I waited a minute then called her again and was sent to voicemail again. I left a message for her to call me immediately, then dialed back into voicemail to listen to my second message.
“Sean, this is Lou. Great news that Erin and Elizabeth found the ledger. Combined with the heroin evidence you found and any information the Maryanne chief has assembled, I’m sure we’ll have enough to get a judge to expedite a search warrant. Call my cell as soon as you get this.”
I disconnected voicemail and called Lou. He picked up after two rings.
“Where are you now?” I said.
“About 20 minutes from Maryanne,” said Lou. “I told Erin and Elizabeth to meet me at the Eat’n Park diner 10 miles south of town, where it would be safe.”
“Why didn’t they wait for me?”
“I told them they should do just that, but they were insistent that you’d done more than enough for them already — that it was their problem and that they needed to do something to solve it. They said they’d call you as they drove.”
“What are they driving?”
“They told me they’re driving Preston’s mother’s car, a green Subaru with West Virginia plates.”
“Did they talk to Chief Sarafino?”
“No,” said Lou. “I took care of that. The chief was out on patrol, so I called the dispatch service and left a message with them to tell her to meet us.” 
Oh, hell.
I told Lou that Hall owned the dispatch service — that his message would go directly to Hall and her goons.
“I’m sorry,” said Lou, cursing to himself, “I had no idea.” 
“When did Erin and Elizabeth leave?” I said.
“About 45 minutes ago.”
“We need to get there asap,” I said.
“My siren is on,” said Lou. “I’ll be there in 10 minutes.”
I tried Erin’s cell phone again and got her voicemail again.
I tried calling the Maryanne police department and was told the chief was out on patrol — that she was tending to an emergency — but I offered nothing else.
I dropped the truck into gear and drove as fast as I could to Maryanne — hoping to intercept a dark green Subaru with West Virginia plates before Victoria Hall’s goons did.



 
Chapter #79
 
As I pulled into the diner parking lot, I saw a green Subaru with West Virginia plates abandoned on the highway. 
I jumped out of my truck and saw Chief Sarafino and Lou attempting to question one of Hall’s mercenaries, who lay on the pavement 20 feet away, bleeding and moaning as he held a wound on his side. 
“Where are they?” said the chief to the man.
He said nothing.
“Looks like Erin and Elizabeth put up quite a fight,” said Lou, walking toward the car. He looked inside and picked up a shotgun — likely the same shotgun Gertrude Miller pointed at me the day I’d met her. 
Lou smelled the gun.
“This was recently fired,” he said.
We looked inside the car for blood. Thankfully, we found none.
“My guess is that they were rammed from behind by a bigger vehicle and pushed into the pole. They fired a few shells through the back window as Hall’s men surrounded them and hit at least one before they were overcome.”
“Where are they?” said to the chief to the man more assertively as Lou and I walked toward her and the mercenary.
“I don’t know nothing,’” said the man, breathing hard.
The chief pressed her foot down on his wound. He moaned.
“Where?”
He said nothing. She pressed harder. He screamed, but would not talk. 
“They’ll kill me,” he said. 
My cell phone rang. It was Erin calling from the phone I had given her. I answered. 
“We have your ladies,” said a gravely male voice. “
Then he hung up.
 
 



 
Chapter #80 
After the chief turned the wounded man over to county authorities for medical treatment, Lou and the chief and I stood in the parking lot of Angelica’s Restaurant mulling over a plan.
“The odds are stacked in their favor and they know it,” I said. “But we need to get in there or Erin and Elizabeth are as good as dead.”
“How many are left?” said Lou.
“By my count, there are Tony, Terry and three mercenaries left,” I said.
The chief nodded.
“I’ve been keeping track as well,” she said, “and your math aligns with mine.”
“It’s just the three of us?” I said to the chief.
She nodded.
“I’m the only full-time officer in Maryanne,” she said. “We use a third-party service to do some of the policing, but I’m not sure if we can trust them. Besides, they aren’t on duty until the night shift.”
“We could use more manpower,” said Lou. “Any manpower.”
“I can bring in Maureen and Mick,” I said. “What about Morton and Wilson?” 
“They may be getting on in years, but they’re a couple of tough birds,” she said. “I say we get everyone together and figure out what we are going to do.” 
 
***
 
An hour later, Mick and Maureen had joined us in the back of Wilson’s Diner. Morton and Wilson were there, as well. 
We brought everyone up to speed on what happened and what we needed to do.
“We’re in,” said Wilson, smiling.  
“You’re sure you want to do this?” I said, delighted by the offer, but worried that both fellows had their best days behind them.
“We’re taking back our town,” said Wilson. 
“We know that building,” said Morton. “We watched that building being renovated and know the layout inside and outside well enough to know our way around.” 
“I figure Erin and Elizabeth are in the same place they took me to,” I said. “It's in the back of the building on the other side of the garage entrance. There’s a long drive that passes through the center of the building and a garage door on the other side.”
“Suggestions?” I said to everyone.
“We don’t have enough numbers or force to storm them,” said Lou. “But a little subterfuge might help us overcome considerable odds.”
“What are you thinking?” I said. 
“Well, if we can get a couple of us on the inside and keep the rest of us on the outside, maybe we can squeeze them like an ice cream sandwich and hit them from both sides.”
“I have an idea to get me and Sean inside?” said the chief. “Then what?”
“Well, I have a megaphone in the car,” said Lou. “I have a pistol and a shotgun and can use them to make some noise — make them think the DEA has them surrounded.”
“Maureen and I brought our shotguns and hunting rifles,” said Mick. “A semi-automatic is what we need, but we don’t have one.”
“Well, Hall’s hired men do have them,” I said. “They’ll be much better armed than we are and they are likely very well trained.”
“Which may make them overconfident,” said Maureen. “We can use that overconfidence to our advantage.”
“How can we do that?” I said.
“Well, they will probably be much more aggressive than they need to be,” said Maureen. “They will likely want to charge us. So with the chief and Sean inside, we need to get two others close to the garage door or front entrance, where they will likely come out. Then the rest of us will stay high up on the hill firing at them to draw their attention. The two down below will take the three men out from behind.”
“We need to shoot out Hall’s security cameras,” said Wilson. “There are a half dozen outside. We take them out they won’t be able to monitor us.”
“This all sounds good,” said Chief Sarafino. “The question is, what do Sean and I do once we are inside?” 
“We’ll have to cross that bridge if we make it that far,” I said. “But I do have a plan for what to do once we get inside. Do you have the technology to wire yourself and record everything we experience?”
The chief nodded.
We discussed the finishing touches of our makeshift plan for the next 30 or 40 minutes — and were ready to carry it out.
 
 
 



 
Chapter #82 
 
My hands were cuffed behind my back as the chief marched me into the building, her shotgun pointed at my back.
“What have we here?” said big Tony, walking toward us, Terry walking next to him. “Thing’s ain’t turning out so good for you now.”
He walked up to me and blocked my path, his face inches from mine, his breath smelling like industrial waste.
“You ever hear of Tic Tacs?” I said, turning my head away.
He hit me in my stomach with everything I had. I fell to the ground, the wind knocked out of me.
“Up,” he said, waving me up with his hands. I didn’t move. He grabbed my wrists and yanked me to my feet. It hurt like hell, but I didn’t want him to know it.
“What a tough guy you are roughing up an incapacitated man,” I said, breathing hard. 
He swung at me with a looping right. I moved quickly enough to miss the full brunt of his blow, but he grazed me good.
“I’ll bet you terrify paraplegics and old ladies all over this county,” I said, laughing.
He swung at me again and grazed me good again. When he was about to land his third swing, I stepped to the left, then kicked him as hard as I could in his left knee.
He went to the ground holding his knee, groaning.
“Tony, stop fooling with him,” said Terry. “Hall said to bring him with the others.”
“Shut up, Terry.”
As he got to his feet he reached inside his breast pocket. He pulled out a blackjack and came toward me. I ducked his first two swings, but his third was a doozie.
And everything went black.
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter #83 
 
It was a wonderful dream.
I dreamt I was in the arms of a woman, my head cradled in her lap and held against her bosom. She stroked my head gently as she kissed my forehead. 
I felt safer and happier than I'd felt in all of my years. I felt the glow of warmth and affection that only a woman can make a man know.
I remembered my first experience with love — puppy love. It was a spring day in the 6th grade and a new girl came to our school. She was quickly embraced by the popular girls and for a reason I never did comprehend, she liked me.
I remember the spring day in science class — the windows open, the birds chirping, the leaves just that week fully fleshed out on the trees — when I looked to her and she looked back to me. 
Our eyes locked — two kids experiencing the forces that are hard wired into us, a longing and need for the other. I was unable to look away. I had never known how thirsty I was for something — somebody — I had no idea I'd needed. But I didn't want to look away. I couldn't look away. Our spirits collided and connected and I was filled with a simple, innocent, intense beauty. 
I thought of how amazing it was to me that in a lifetime a man might only get to know that feeling once or twice or three times if he was really lucky. I thought about how precious it was to ever come across it, and how difficult it was to hold onto it once it is found.
And I thought about Erin Miller and how, for reasons I still could not comprehend, she filled me with that same sweet energy — a pat of butter in a frying skillet. 
I began laughing at that image. I began to laugh aloud when —
“Sean, are you OK? Wake up.”  
 



 
Chapter #84 
I opened my eyes. Bright fluorescent lights blinded me. My vision was blurry for a spell until my eyes could adjust. And as they did, I found myself looking up into Erin's eyes, while she cradled my head.
“Are you OK?” she said, hugging me.
Elizabeth knelt on the other side of me, stroking my arm. The chief stood across the room, her shotgun trained on us.
“Sean,” said Erin, “we’re so sorry. We thought we had this situation wrapped up. We called Lou to meet him. We don’t know how they found us.”
I told them about Lou’s unwitting mistake with Hall’s dispatch service. 
“Come close to me,” I said to Erin and Elizabeth, “so I can tell you something.”
Whispering, I told them to stay close to me — that I was going to get them out of this. They looked puzzled, but they nodded, nervously.
“Did Tony and Terry get the ledger?” I said, talking at normal volume.
Erin nodded. 
“We found it at Gertrude’s,” said Erin. “John placed it under the pad on Gertrude’s rocker.”
“Surely the safest spot in the house,” I said, laughing.
We heard footsteps coming toward us — a herd of footsteps that echoed about the hard walls and hallways until they neared the other side of our steel door. We heard the keys, then the lock tumble open.
Two large, powerfully-built men walked inside, pointing semiautomatics at us. 
They were followed by Tony and Terry. 
Then we heard the pitter patter of little footsteps, the steps of feet that were close together.
In walked Victoria Hall. 
 



 
Chapter #85 
“You’re such a dumb ass, McClanahan,” said Hall. “If you'd kept out of this, it would have been cut-and-dried. If you’d negotiated a deal with me you’d be rich. Now you have all these nice people involved in your mess.”
“Tell you what,” I said. “Why don't you let Erin and Elizabeth go? They don't know what I know. They’re no threat to you.”
“You watch too many movies,” said Hall. “Here’s what’s going to happen. We’re going to kill everyone here — and kill you last nice and slow and painful. We wouldn’t want you to miss the show!”
Hall laughed aloud again.
“It looks like you’re going to win the final round, Vick,” I said. 
With the chief’s recording device doing its job, our strategy was to get Hall to talk.
“What I don't know is how you came to get involved with John Preston in the first place,” I said. 
Hall snorted. 
“How hard is that to figure out, dumb ass?” she said. “Look, when I got out of Penn, I specialized in turning around small, struggling businesses in small, struggling towns and was damn good at my work. I employ many people in these businesses. My public relations people told me to do more community outreach work to generate publicity for my businesses. We began giving ex-cons a second chance and, boy, did that open up some doors.”
“Let me guess, more than half of the ex-cons had been in for drug peddling?”
“You’re finally catching on, you moron,” said Hall. “It hadn’t been part of my original business plan, but it was too damn good to pass up. Many of my ex-cons still had connections and I made good use of them. I started small, but it got bigger than I could have ever dreamed.”
“And you were able to fly under the radar by operating out of small, aging industrial towns that were a shell of their former selves,” I said. “The cops who ran those communities were underpaid and all too willing to run cover for you for a fee. They kept the county, state and federal authorities from sniffing around.”
“Maybe you’re not as stupid as you look,” said Hall. “I set up operations up and down the Mon. But business was getting too big. I needed to take over a bigger building — something along the river with easy highway access so we could get our shipments in by river barge and get them out by cars and trucks.”
“And that’s where Guido entered the picture?”
“Very good, McClanahan. I knew about old man Mosconi and his history as a mob tough. Though the old mobster was of no use to me — he was one of the old fogies who loathed the drug business — his properties certainly held an appeal. Nobody owned more of the type of structures I needed than he did. So when his son got out of jail for drug dealing, one of his parole officers sent him to me to hire him. I gave him odd jobs here and there as he adjusted back to civilian life, but he was a horrible employee. I was about to fire him when he told me his sister was making a spot for him in the family company — that he could help me find the perfect property in which to expand.”
“Did he know that heroin was becoming your real business?” I said.
“Not at first,” said Hall. “I’d never trust that moron with that information.”
“Except that he eventually learned about your heroin operation through his contacts on the street?” I said.
Hall nodded.
“The incompetent little wimp wasn’t much of an employee or a man, but he was street smart and as my operation got bigger, he put two and two together,” said Hall. “The twit threatened to exercise a clause in the sales contract and shut down my operation. So I had to let him in on some of the action. We supplied him with a steady amount of heroin so that he could distribute it to his friends out of that dumb comedy club.”
“For once in his life, he was making some money, but he couldn’t keep his mouth shut,” I said. “Or maybe he kept demanding more from you. Whatever the case, you knew he couldn’t be trusted so you had your boys take him out.” 
“He would have overdosed sooner or later anyhow,” said Hall.
“How did you get involved with Preston?” I said. “I figure his finances were disorganized and his bankruptcy such a mess that you saw an opportunity to take advantage of him?”
Hall smiled. She loved being in the limelight.
“I have insiders in banks and lending institutions always looking out for distressed companies,” she said. “One of my contacts was worried about Preston’s ability to repay his debts. I looked at Preston’s books. The little twit was a horrible businessman and there was really nothing for me to salvage of his company — but it made for the perfect front to launder millions on a grand, global scale using Stanley’s credit card scheme.”
“Preston knew nothing of your real intent?” I said.
“Not a whit,” said Hall. “At first, he just wanted to do his little consulting bit and help people find happiness. He was on the road constantly. Later on, he stopped working so much — that must have been when he got involved with Erin Miller — and hardly ever came to the office, which was great. I had a run of the operation the past four years — until he began to get wise just before I had him tossed into the river.”
“How wise did he get?” I said.
“I got word from my people that he tried to get into the secure wing, where the heroin is processed,” said Hall. “Then, the day I had him killed, he visited me. He said he was going to tell the world about Erin and resign his position. I didn’t care about that, because it was beginning to get too hot and I was planning to shut down the operation anyhow. Then he said he had a copy of my ledger and that he was going to give it to the authorities. Now even if the feds got the ledger, they’d have to decode it before it would they’d find anything useful and that wouldn’t be easy for them to do. Still, Preston was suddenly a threat, so I had Tony and Terry drug him and then drown him. He was already dead when they tossed him off the bridge.”
“You thought that solved your problem,” I said, “but what you didn’t know was that Preston had been leading a double life — that his real name was John Miller and that he had married Erin. You feared she knew what he knew — that she was in possession of your ledger.”
Hall smiled.
“You should have worked for me, you ass clown,” she said. “I could have made you rich. Yeah, what you say is exactly what happened. I had the chief’s office bugged and Tony and Terry heard the conversation between the chief and Erin. They followed her to your pub. They mucked up her abduction and then you went and saved her before we could learn what she knew. Erin Miller was my biggest oversight. It’s because of her you have been causing me unnecessary grief. I’m so going to enjoy watching you die.”
“Why did you kill Rosie?” I said.
“I couldn’t trust her,” said Hall. “I figured she made the copy of my ledger and gave it to Preston. She was too clever for her own good and she had to go. That was the same with Elizabeth. I didn’t think she knew what was going on. Preston moved out of her house when we moved to Maryanne four years ago. But I had to get rid of her as part of my strategy eliminate any and every loose end. But you had to go and be a hero and save her — all wasted energy, however, as Elizabeth will meet her end shortly.”
“What about Stanley?” I said. “He has a record of every illicit financial transaction you made. He knows how you got money out of the country, had it laundered at a foreign bank, then wired back to the country. I have turned him over to the DEA. He is safe and he is talking as we speak.”
“Nice try,” said Hall. “But I think you’re bluffing. We will find Stanley and take care of him before he talks to anyone. I think I know where he is holed up but he will be found. The way I see it, my work is about done here.”
“And what about my father?” said Chief Sarafino. “You never told me how he got involved with you.”
“It’s the same old story with you small time cops,” said Hall. “You like to act like you’re full of integrity and justice for all, but almost every cop I ever met had his price and your dad was no different. You mom was sick and he needed money to cover her treatments. Dumb ass signed on without knowing what I was really up to. The pressure overwhelmed him and killed him, and I made sure we got you back to town to take over. I knew your weakness, too. You cared about your dad’s sterling reputation. This will all be over soon. Why not use some of the money I gave you and take a nice vacation.”
Hall patted herself on the shoulder.
Oh, God, why am I so good at this!” she said, laughing. 
Then she turned to her henchman.
“Kill them all,” said Hall, as the pitter patter of her small feet began walking towards the exit, “but kill McClanahan last. And do it slowly.” 
“But I must settle a little score with McClanahan first,” said Tony. “Let me fight him.”
“Now there’s an idea,” said Hall, turning to the chief. “Uncuff him.”
I stood and the chief took my cuffs off — our plan was unfolding better than expected.
“Now you pay,” said Tony, as he handed his gun to Terry. He took off his sport coat and let it drop to the floor. “Now you’ll wish you were never alive.” 



 
Chapter #86 
I was uneasy on my feet — my head was throbbing — as the Coke machine began to circle me.
Terry and the three mercenaries were laughing as they pulled bills from their pockets and wagered on Tony taking me out.
He lunged at me with a looping right. I ducked it and drove a hard right into his gut — hoping to compress the nerves in his solar plexus and knock the wind out of him.
He fell back against the wall, barely able to breathe. His eyes showed sudden uncertainty — the only person who had ever hit him that hard before had just hit him that hard again.
He came at me with another looping right. I jabbed him in the windpipe with a couple of quick lefts, then threw everything I had into another gut shot.
The big dumb ones never learn. He fell against the wall choking for air.
“Come on, Tony, we have money on you,” said Terry 
“Shut up,” said the Tony, as he pulled himself to his feet.
“You fight dirty,” he said, growling.
He picked up a folding chair and rushed at me with it as he raised it over his head. He moved fast for a man his size. I ducked but not before I took the brunt of his blow across my back and noggin and fell hard to the ground.
He turned at came at me again. I faked a move to the right but ducked right. I miss the full impact, but it hurt like hell and knocked me down again. 
I got back to my feet and waved him toward me, a matador doing battle with a bull. 
He smiled, sensing he had the upper head and began charging me, the chair above his head. I threw my shoulder into his shins, causing a loud crack as he tripped and fell. The massive beast broke my left collarbone, rendering my left arm useless. 
“Dirty bastard fighter,” he said, pulling himself to his feet. 
I got to my feet, my left arm hanging to my side, my right hand waving him on. He charged me again and I ducked again, but he hit my left shoulder with the steel chair and I went down hard. 
I noticed his sport coat lying on the floor a few feet from me. 
I moaned in agony as I pushed myself toward his coat. 
He walked over to me and looked down at me lying there.
“You cry like little girl,” he said. He kicked my left shoulder with his massive foot. 
I groaned in agony, as I moved on top of his sport coat.
“Leave him alone,” shouted Erin.
“Stop it, you monster,” said Elizabeth.
Hall was laughing out loud.
“Bravo! Bravo, Tony!” she said.
He kicked me again and I moaned again. While he and the other thugs laughed, I was able to get my hand inside that coat pocket and locate what I’d hoped was still there.
“Why don’t you let me get to my feet, so I can fight you like a man,” I said.
“A man! He thinks he is man! Up then, Mister Sean!”
I was barely able to steady myself when he began circling me. He was confident now — too confident. 
He came at me with a long looping that I ducked easily. As he went past me, I turned and gave him three rapid taps on the back of his skull with his blackjack. 
The floor rose up at his head like it was a freight elevator and his head clunked loudly when it hit. 
So, I fight a little dirty.
He was out cold. The room was suddenly deadly silent. The little thug and the two mercenaries looked to Hall for instructions on what to do. For the first time since I’d met her, she was speechless.
“You, move away from him over here with the ladies,” said Chief Sarafino, her shotgun pointed at me. 
I did as I was told.
Five loud gun blasts sounded outside the building. 
“This is the Drug Enforcement Administration,” said Lou into a megaphone outside loudly enough for all of us to hear. He had been listening to my cell phone, which we had set to speaker before hiding it in my pants pocket.  
“We have shot out your security cameras,” said Lou. “You are blind and you are surrounded. Come out with your hands up or we are coming in. You have three minutes to come outside.”
“Tony, you stay here,” said Hall. “You other two go see what they are doing out there.”
Both mercenaries ran out the door down the hall toward the front of the building.
Terry had his gun out. He bent down and tapped Tony on his shoulder.
“Tony, you OK?”
Tony groaned and began to come to. 
“What happened?” he said holding the back of his head. 
“Get on your feet you stupid oaf,” said Hall to Tony. “Give him his gun, Terry.”
Terry helped him to his feet and gave him his gun.
The three mercenaries ran back into the room.
“There are two that we can see,” said one of the mercenaries. “We see no DEA vehicles, no SWAT. All we see are two older gentlemen and a woman. They are spread out on the hillside and behind vehicles.”
“Well, go take them out,” said Hall, exasperated. 
The mercenaries checked their automatic rifles.
“AK 47’s are prone to jam,” I said loudly enough for Lou to hear me. “And there’s only three of you. You don’t stand a chance.” 
“Shut up!” said one mercenary. 
The three men jogged out the door and down the hall toward the front. 
“Shall we ready the escape boat?” said Terry to Hall.
“What do you mean ready it,” said Hall. “It damn well better be ready. And your hired men damn well better take care of the old men outside while we wait.”
We heard the front door open as the two Russians ran outside firing — followed instantly by six fast shotgun blasts, then silence. 
I feared the worst. 
“Let’s try this one more time,” said Lou into the megaphone. “Come out with your hands up or we are coming in.”
The big thug and little thug looked to Hall for instructions.
“We’re taking the boat,” she said to them. “Now move.”
Hall turned toward the chief.
“Shoot all them now,” she said, heading toward the door. “There’ll be a nice bonus in it for you.”
“Freeze,” said the chief, pulling the pump on her shotgun and pointing it at Hall, Tony and Terry. “Nobody move.”
“Oh, for God’s sake,” said Hall turning. “Not another dumbass. Shoot her!”
“Drop it,” the chief said to Terry.
Terry raised his arm and fired at the chief and shot, hitting her in the thigh and torso. She returned fire with one blast, painting the wall with him.
Then she fell to the floor, her shotgun sliding toward the back of the room.
“Shoot them,” said Hall to Tony. 
He moved slowly, though.
“Jesus, do I have to do everything around her myself?” she said.
She grabbed his pistol and shot him in the stomach three times. He fell to the ground, had a small seizure then stopped breathing.
“Now it’s just you three and me,” said Hall, relishing her power. 
“You witch,” said Elizabeth from the other side of the room. “You dirty rotten witch. You killed John.”
Elizabeth charged Hall.
“No,” I said, trying to head her off. 
Hall had her pistol raised and began firing. 
She shot me in the shoulder and gut. It hurt like hell but I kept rushing her. She shot me in the hip and thigh. As I grabbed Elizabeth, we both fell at Hall’s feet. 
“Are you OK?” said Elizabeth.
“I’ve had better autumns,” I said. “Are you hit?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Oh, Jesus, this is fun,” said Hall laughing aloud. 
Hall moved back a few steps and pointed her gun at Elizabeth’s head.
“Like I said, McClanahan, I’m going to kill you last, so you can enjoy the rest of the show.”
“Drop it,” said Erin, pumping Chief Sarafino’s shotgun. She pointed it at Hall’s torso and began walking toward her.
Hall attempted to aim the 9 millimeter pistol at Erin and shoot, but she failed to do so before a shotgun blast ricocheted across the walls. 
Erin stood in the back of the room holding Chief Sarafino’s shotgun, smoke rising out of the barrel. 
Hall was speechless for the first time in her life. 
There was a hole in her stomach so big, I could see through it to the wall. 
She dropped her gun, dumbfounded by her sudden turn of her luck.
“You assclowns,” she said, then fell to the ground dead.
 



 
Chapter #87 
 
Christmas came and went that year and the winter was particularly brutal. But the spring had finally arrived and the first sunny Saturday evening in May, we hosted a gathering of John Preston dignitaries at the pub.
Our gathering included Erin, Elizabeth, Chief Sarafino, Lou, Morton, Wilson, Peter Hartley, Island Jim, Vinny, Mick and Maureen.
Mick began tapping a wine glass with a spoon.
“I'd like to propose a toast,” he said, standing. 
He looked around the table making eye contact with everyone there. 
“We thank the Good Lord for keeping everyone here alive and well throughout this ordeal, because God knows things could have turned out way differently. But I wish to also offer our prayers and blessings to John Miller and Rosie Perez — may God watch over them — and to Sean’s full return to full health!”
“Cheers,” said everyone, clanking their wine and pint glasses.
“I'd like to propose a toast,” I said, standing. “Here's to the finest group of crime fighters I've ever had the pleasure to work with.”
I raised my glass and everyone cheered. 
Then I said: “And here's to you guys, too!”
Everyone laughed aloud.    
“I'd like to also propose a toast,” said Elizabeth. 
Her words were a touch slurred. She looked deep into my eyes, then said, “To Sean, the cutest PI in the world!”
“Somebody cut her off,” said Maureen and we all laughed aloud again.
It was the first time I’d had a chance to talk with everyone involved in the Preston case all at once. The authorities had made so much progress since we’d resolved it in the autumn, we brought everyone up to speed on the latest key points. 
Lou explained how he, Morton and Wilson took down the two mercenaries. While Lou and Wilson sat up high on the hill, Morton moved down near the front door, hiding in the shrubs until the mercenaries came out firing. Morton’s steady shotgun took them out without incident. 
Chief Sarafino nearly died that day, but she survived and was on her way to a full recovery. She resigned her duty as police chief and fully cooperated with the federal investigators. Her investigation was an important component to pinpointing who did what. It may be the only time in police history in which a police chief was retired with honors, but placed on probation for pleading to obstruction of justice. Though Hall and her thugs were dead and gone, the chief’s excellent work helped put other mid-level associates away. 
Vinny, too, was instrumental in putting many bad guys away. Though his work surveillance work could not be entered in the court of law, he worked closely with Stanley Kowalski to build a strong case against several of Hall’s associates across a dozen northeastern states. Unfortunately, there was no legal way to recover the funds that had been transferred into Preston’s firm from a bank in the Caymans, as laws prevented U.S. agencies from accessing that information. For his cooperation, Stanley pleaded down to a sentence of probation and would go on to work with Vinny, finally finding a role model who could put his considerable skills to good use.
Elizabeth, too, would come out of it all right. Thankfully, she didn’t get hit by a single Hall bullet. Her swift move that day saved our lives. Though she suffered public humiliation when the whole Preston story went public, there was one huge upside. Since Preston had been murdered, his insurance policy was whole. She not only received full payment of a $5 million, but she received an additional $5 million as a result of double indemnity, because murder is considered an accidental death.
Elizabeth told me in confidence, however, that she didn’t feel she deserved all of that money. She offered half to Erin, since Erin was John Miller’s real wife, but Erin refused it. Elizabeth didn’t feel she deserved anything she had, including the old Heinz mansion, and her plan was to liquidate, donate the lion’s share to charity and keep just enough retire to a modest life out of the limelight. Without fanfare, she set up a fund for Rosie’s husband and children that would keep them financially secure for the rest of their lives.
“I’d like to raise another toast to John and Rosie,” said Elizabeth. “I miss them both so much!”
We clanked our glasses and drank.
As for me, I was a wee bit banged up, but never felt so alive. I would eventually recover fully. And I had begun spending time with Erin, who was fast becoming one of my dearest friends.
The only big mystery that remained was this: where did Hall stash all of her money? Vinny and Stanley determined that she’d profited more than $140 million. Forensic accountants were able to trace a fraction of the money being invested in the many different companies Hall had acquired and made profitable. To her credit, they were mostly legitimate entities and the many jobs she created in the Mon Valley would survive her — the only silver lining. 
But the money was what everyone wanted to talk about.
“We have some of the finest minds working on cracking Hall’s ledger,” said Lou. “We brought Vinny in, too, but to date nobody has made much progress.”
“It’s one of the most complicated hand-written ciphers I have seen,” said Vinny. “It may have been the most clever thing Hall did, in fact. But I’m determined to crack that code and we will celebrate here at this pub the day that I do.”
“Cheers to that,” I said. 
Throughout our fine dinner, I was keenly aware of the lady sitting to my right — the same beautiful woman who had entered the pub doors on that Saturday afternoon several months before. 
I could feel her presence and it calmed me. I could feel her spirit and I longed for her. I longed to be with her and near her and I struggled to conceal my affection from her.
I knew she'd been through so much in such a short period of time — that she'd need a lot of time to sort it all out. I knew the worst thing I could do would be to burden her with my own longings.
She tapped me on the shoulder and whispered in my ear.
“Perhaps one more toast?” she said. 
I nodded. She stood. She smiled and looked to everyone at the table.
“I cannot begin to thank all of you for what you did — for what you did for John. For what you did to save his good name. And for what you did for me. But most of all I want to thank Sean for being so patient and courageous beginning the day a nutty woman named Erin Miller came walking into this pub!”
We all laughed a hearty laugh. Erin looked upward.
“John, I know you're up there somewhere. I miss you, but we've done you well. May you rest in peace. And may you hold in your heart the gratitude I feel for these people here today who helped bring the truth out about the fine man you really were.”
“Cheers!” we all said, toasting the ceiling. “Cheers!”
We commenced talking and laughing into the evening, the hearth popping, the smell of firewood, whiskey and fresh coffee filling the air. 
It was a fine night to be proprietor of McClanahan’s Irish Pub.



 
Chapter #88 
Christmas came and went and the winter, though brutal, was also behind us. One overcast day in March Vinny invited me to join him for a couple of coffees in his office.
“This thing has been driving me mad,” he said to me, as I sipped a fresh cup of his java. “In all my years of cracking codes, I have only come across one case that reminds me of it.”
“What’s the story?”
“By the end of World War II, cryptography had evolved well beyond pencil and paper. It had become mechanized using early forms of computers. Now the Cold War era was in high gear and Russian spies in the U.S., just as U.S. spies in Russia, were all using mechanized cryptography to hide their secrets. In 1953 in the U.S., however, a hand-written cipher turned up in the U.S. that puzzled everyone. They refer to it still as the ‘Hollow Nickel Case.’”
“What do you mean hollow nickel?” I said. 
“A paperboy received payment for a newspaper subscription from a woman, who turned out to be the wife of a Russian spy. The nickel seemed odd to the boy, so he threw it to the ground. It cracked open and there was a piece of microfilm inside, a snapshot of a handwritten cipher that had 10 columns of numbers. He handed it over to the FBI, who struggled for more than four years to decode it. It would become the most complex pen and paper cipher ever created.”
“Why was it so complex?” I said.
“Most hand ciphers are either substitution ciphers, in which the letters are substituted for either other letters or numbers. Transposition ciphers, in which the order of the letters is scrambled, were also common.”
“OK.”
“As cryptography became more advanced, however, cryptographers began to combine the two. They’d include both substitution of characters as well as transposition. It looked similar to Hall’s ledger — a checkerboard of seemingly unrelated numbers and characters. Though it all seems incredibly complicated, the person enciphering the text needs only to remember a simple keyword or phrase in order to record coded entries.”
“So the FBI was able to crack the Hollow Nickel Case?”
“With a lot of luck, they were able to crack it. A Russian spy wanted to defect to the U.S. He gave them the keyword that unlocked the code. It was ‘snowfall’ spelled in Russian.”
“You mean all we have to do is come up with the code Hall used to mark her entries and the whole thing will open up?”
“That would be my hunch,” said Vinny. “Do you have any ideas what kind of keyword or phrase Hall might use?”
I smiled.
“Why didn’t you ask?” I said.
“You got something?”
“I think I may,” I said.
 
 
 



 
Chapter #89 
“I’ve been waiting for you to come, Mr. McClanahan,” said Sophia Mosconi, sitting behind her desk. 
Her jet black hair, hazel eyes, full red lips and natural curves still caused me to swoon — even though I now knew she was a cold-blooded killer and the most successful drug kingpin in Pittsburgh’s history.
“My Father said to never keep records in writing, not even coded records,” she said, wistfully. “This was one of the big mistakes my partner made.”
“It was one of many mistakes Victoria Hall made,” I said. 
Hall’s records were meticulous. Every cash payment she made to everyone involved in her heroin enterprise had detailed entries.
 “I’m curious,” said Sean. “How did your partnership with Hall begin?”
“We met at the University of Pennsylvania at the Wharton School,” said Sophia. “Victoria Hall graduated number two in our MBA program. I graduated number one.”
“I don’t understand why anyone with impeccable credentials like yours would ever need to get involved in the drug trade,” I said.
“It didn’t happen overnight,” said Sophia. “It happened gradually and then suddenly — and by then we were in too deep to turn back.”
“Were you involved in Hall’s other businesses?” I said. 
“No. It was pure coincidence that our paths crossed roughly four years ago. It was coincidence that she hired my brother, Guido, after one of his stints in jail.”
“Your brother told you about Hall’s extracurricular activities as a heroin distributor?”
She nodded.
“Yes, he told me,” said Sophia. “Since I had the ability to terminate our owner-finance sales contract and shut Hall down, she was more than willing to partner with me. Besides, I had old family contacts and connections in the drug world she didn’t have — I had additional contacts in the world of finance. It was I who turned her originally small time operation into a giant concern. A great percentage of the heroin distributed throughout the country the past four years was processed in our operation.”
“You sound proud,” I said.
“We built a magnificent organization,” said Sophia. “We did it right under the nose of the federal government. We got away with it for years. I would have got away with it if not for the damn ledger Hall kept. I would have got away with it if not for you.”
“Flattery will get you nowhere,” I said, smiling.
“You had your own brother killed?” I said.
Sophia nodded.
“Guido told me he would go to the feds if I didn’t cut him in,” she said. “He felt he deserved a share since he was the one who discovered what Hall was up to. He didn’t want money. He wanted heroin so he could set up his own operation. But he screwed that up, too, just as he screwed up everything he did.”
“How so?”
“With a little success, he began to change,” said Sophia. “He bought a couple of expensive cars and purchased an upscale condo in the Trimont Building overlooking the city. He was splashing money all over town and drawing attention to himself. I knew it was a matter of time before he got caught and —“
“And soiled the family name?” I said.
“Yes, that’s correct. It was bad enough he got publicity for dying as a heroin addict, but that was better than dying as a heroin distributor. It was just a matter of time before he was going to overdose, anyhow. I just arranged it to do the minimum amount of damage to the family name.”
“Let me get this right,” I said. “You ordered the killing of Preston, Rosie and Guido. You tried to kill me, Erin and Elizabeth. And you did it all to conceal the millions of dollars you raised to provide support to foster children?”
“I imagine it appears absurd to you, but that is exactly what I did and I would do it again,” said Sophia. “As I see it, the people who are using heroin are going to get their product somewhere. They’re going to overdose and die and otherwise ruin their lives whether their heroin is coming from me or someone else. So why not put all of their pain and suffering and poor choices to good ends and raise millions to support foster children?”
“You almost got lucky,” I said. “You almost pulled it off.” 
“Luck had nothing to do with it,” said Sophia. “I used proven business processes to plan and execute the operation perfectly. Hall did exactly as she was instructed to do by me. All the illegalities had been carried out by Hall and all the evidence pointed to her and her alone. The only thing that could tie me to her was that damn coded ledger. With the feds unable to crack it, however, I thought I was free and clear. How in the hell did you crack that code, Mr. McClanahan?”
“I’ll tell you another time,” I said. “The ledger tells quite a story, as you know. It includes records of every cash payment she made, and to whom she made it, since she began her drug operation. It was quite a surprise to see your name pop up in there. It was also a surprise to learn that you are the owner of the bank in the Caymans where Hall had shipped some $400 million dollars.”
“It’s regrettable you made both discoveries in Hall’s records,” said Sophia.
“So the two of you split the money, with Hall laundering her half through Preston’s firm, but you keeping your half in cash in your bank,” I said. “I imagine that money was earmarked for your charities and you had a strategy in place to wire small amounts to them over time to avoid scrutiny?”
“You really are very good at your work,” said Sophia. “International charities do not face the same level of scrutiny as international corporations. Hall needed Preston’s firm to wash her money back into the U.S. so she could live the high life, but in the process she squandered millions in expenses and taxes — something I was not willing to do. My plan was to carefully wire every penny of the money I’d earned to multiple charities over the next 5 to 10 years. My purpose was to use the funds to achieve maximum benefit for the foster care charities.”
“How noble,” I said. “But it is all over now. I’m turning all of the information I have found over to the feds. You’re going away for a long time and your father’s legacy will be more tarnished than ever.”
“Why would you do that, Mr. McClanahan, when I can make you a very rich man?” said Sophia. “Besides, if you do turn me in, all of the millions that will go to foster care charities will go to the government instead. It will be a total waste and do no one any good.”
“Your father doesn’t know what you have done, does he?” I said.
Sophia shook her head.
“No, and when he learns, it will kill him,” she said.
“Then why don’t you tell him today,” I said. “I’ll give you one day before I go to the DEA with your decoded ledger.”
Sophia stood and reached across her desk to shake my hand. She was such a proud, stunning woman — and such a shame.
“Thank you,” she said.
“My pleasure,” I said.
I turned on my heels and walked out her door.
 
 
 



 
Chapter #90 
“Thanks for coming down,” said Salvatore Mosconi, sitting on a bar stool in an empty room at the Gut Wrencher Comedy Club. 
He was smoking a Camel cigarette and sipping bourbon. He looked small and more tired.
“Not a problem,” I said, sitting on the stool next to him.
“Can I get you a drink?”
I shook my head.
“Come on, after all my family put you through the least I can do is give you something top shelf,” said Salvatore. “How about some Maker’s Mark. It’s been helping me get through the most trying period of my life.”
“A Maker’s sounds fine,” I said. “On the rocks, please.”
He snubbed out what was left of his cigarette in an ashtray, stood, then walked around the bar and poured a generous amount into an ice-filled rocks glass. He set it in front of me, returned to his stool and lit a fresh cigarette. He took a hearty sip of Maker’s, then followed it with a long drag on his Camel.
“So what can I do for you?” I said.
“My daughter told me everything,” he said. “On one hand, the truth ripped my heart out. As I told you, I promised my wife our kids would have nothing to do with the business. We were so proud of Sophia for what she accomplished. To learn that my daughter was so involved in this heroin mess, it just breaks me up and I know her mother is rolling in her grave.”
I took a sip of my drink and let him talk.
“Guido’s death didn’t affect me as much as I’d thought it would,” he said. “He was just one of those who couldn’t do nothing right from the start. He was born to find trouble. He troubled me his whole life and was nothing but a burden on this sister, too.”
I didn’t expect that Sophia explained to him that she’d ordered his death. I let it go. 
Salvatore took a drag and blew out the smoke slowly.
“You may not believe it, but I’m a believer in God,” he said. “I go to church often these days. I pray that God will forgive me for my sins. But I know that the sins of the father have a way of visiting themselves on his children. All that hard work — all the awful things I’d done — I did it for my kids. I wanted them to have better than me and not have to experience what I had to. But my sins ruined them both. Guido is dead and Sophia is not long for this world. I think her cancer has to do with me. I think it is my payback. And I think that what she did with those drugs and those killings, she did for the right reason — for the foster kids — but that don’t excuse nothin.’”
He walked around the bar and refilled his glass.
“More?” he said to me.
“I’m good,” I said.
He took a long drink, poured in some more, then returned to his bar stool and sat.
“The thing is, my daughter handled her affairs just as I would have were I a member of her generation,” he continued. “Sure, I kept away from the drugs, but I’m a relic. Were I her age and presented with the same opportunity as she, there is no doubt I would have acted just as she did. In a way you cannot understand, I’m proud of her. Like it or hate it, she pulled off one hell of a coup.”
“Almost pulled it off,” I said.
“Almost,” said Salvatore, smiling. “You’ve been the bane of my existence. But in an odd way, you have earned my trust and that is what I brought you here today.”
“I’m not following,” I said.
“Look, you know and I know that if you turn over that coded ledger to the federal authorities, my daughter’s life is over. It’s over in any event, because she may only have months to live. But what is just as bad is all that ill-gotten money will be confiscated by the government. It may take them a while — my daughter was clever in the way she laundered it and hid it. But they will find it all and get it all and thousands of needy foster kids will get nothing.”
“You’re still worried about your legacy?” I said. “Still trying to whitewash your past? I’m sorry, but justice must be done. Your daughter must pay for what she’s done. She had Preston and Rosie murdered and intended to murder Erin, Elizabeth and me. And you must pay for what she has done.”
Salvatore nodded.
“You’re not hearing me,” said Salvatore. “I know it’s over. I know Sophia is going to jail. I was just wondering if we might be able to make an accommodation that is just for all who have been wronged by my daughter and by me, while we find a way to put all of those funds to better use than giving them to the government.”
“You want to negotiate with me?” I said, laughing.
“You’ll surely like what I’m about to propose.”
“Well, let’s hear it,” I said.
And so he told me about his proposal.
 
 



 
Chapter #91 
 It took weeks of meetings with Salvatore and Sophia to work everything out. It was at once simple and complicated.
The simple part was that Sophia would confess to Lou to everything she had done since she had partnered with Hall to become a major heroin distributor. 
What was unexpected was that Salvatore, too, would work with federal, state and local authorities to confess to, and resolve, every crime he had committed over his lengthy criminal career. 
Both were prepared to go to jail. Both knew they would die there.
The complicated part of the deal?
All of the money that Hall made illegally and laundered through Preston’s firm would be turned over to the authorities. Sophia helped them locate those funds — which included the money that Hall sent to a myriad of shell companies Hall set up. In addition to the $140 million Hall pocketed, the feds would confiscate another $9 million in cash, seized properties and other assets. 
As far as the feds knew, that was the only money Sophia had helped Hall earn from the illegal operation. They knew nothing about the $200 million Sophia had stashed in her bank in the Caymans — and I saw no reason to tell them.
Sophia told Vinny and me where and how she hid the money. The complexity was hard for me to follow, but Vinny marveled at its genius. She gave us the authority to manage those funds to make sure every penny would be transferred to her charities. We arranged a plan to move those funds over a period of years to avoid scrutiny and make sure they ended up doing the most possible good. I left all the heavy lifting to Vinny on that one. 
But the real shocker was that Salvatore had Vinny and me do likewise with the $25 million fortune he had amassed over his lifetime — only $4 million of which was made through legitimate sources. Aside from modest trust funds he set up to care for his grandchildren until the age of 25, he wanted the money to go to Sophia’s charities. He tasked me and Vinny with managing those efforts, as well.
The confessions of Salvatore and Sophia made national headlines for weeks. They would go down as two of the most notorious criminals in Pittsburgh’s history.
Neither made any effort to improve their public perception. Their only joy in the final days of their lives would be news reports announcing anonymous donations to foster care charities — which I collected for them every time Vinny successfully completed another donation. We arranged for one of their donations to support a local foster family that took over the care of Sophia’s adopted children when she and Salvatore went to jail.
Salvatore would be dead within the year. Sophia would die about 8 months later. But Vinny and I would honor their wishes. 
I’d made my share of deals with bad guys over the years.
This one was the best.
 
 
 



 
Chapter #92 
I sat in my favorite booth in the back of the pub across from the hearth. The pub’s front and rear doors were propped wide open, allowing a sweet June breeze to pass through the room. The sportscaster on both TV monitors above the bar predicted a Pirates victory over the New York Mets that evening. 
It was a fine day to be caretaker of McClanahan’s Irish Pub. 
With my health back to 100 percent, I'd enjoyed a brisk run along the bike trail to Homestead and back early that morning. I’d showered and shaved and marveled at how loosely my blue jeans fit after losing 10 pounds from eating right and working out hard at the gym.
I figured I’d earned my sweet reward. I walked behind the bar and placed a pint glass beneath the Guinness tap. I tilted it, filling it three quarters full, then waited a few minutes for it to settle. I completed the pour, admiring its thick, frothy head, then returned to my booth. 
I raised the glass to the gods — sláinte. — and enjoyed a glorious sip. No wonder Brendan Behan, man of Irish letters, said he only drank the stuff on two occasions: when he was thirsty and when he was not. 
The cellar door burst open and in walked Maureen, muscling a fresh keg of Iron City with both hands as though it were a quarter full.
“You’re lucky it’s cool today because the air conditioner is on the blitz, but all you can do is sit in that damn booth drinking up our profits?”
A woman walked through the front door. She was trim and attractive and moved with a nervous energy. She wore faded jeans, stylish black shoes and a white silk top that tastefully outlined her petite frame. 
Her features came into focus as she walked toward me. She appeared to be in her early 30s, but I knew that she was 42.
“I’m here to meet a Mr. Sean McClanahan for dinner,” said Erin Miller.
“Dinner shall be served shortly on our private patio on the side of the pub,” I said, standing. 
I gave her a hug then held her hand and led her to the patio.
“A glass of wine while I whip up a gastronomic delight?” I said.
“A crisp Chardonnay would be lovely,” she said.
I brought her some wine, then went into the kitchen and got to work.
I’d bought some fresh salmon in the Market District before I went for a run. I grabbed a skillet and threw in some olive oil, then sliced up some onions, mushrooms and peppers. As they sautéed, I rubbed the salmon down with olive oil, then coated it with pepper, a touch of salt and some paprika. I tossed it onto the grill skin down and fired the burners to sear it a touch, then turned the flames down low.
It only took 10 minutes before the white fat began easing through the top of the filet. I ran a spatula under it and separated it from its charred skin. I set it on a plate, then grabbed the skillet and dumped the grilled vegetables next to it.
Man, it smelled good.
I made two delicious salads, mixed up my special balsamic dressing, then toasted some French garlic bread. I set the plates of food on a silver platter, covered the dishes with silver covers, than carried our dinner outside to Erin.
 
***
 
“That was delicious,” said Erin. “That was the best meal anyone has ever made for me.”
“And you’re the best company I’ve ever had the honor of sharing a meal with,” I said, clanging my wine glass with hers, then sipping some wine.
Erin and I had been spending more time together, as both of us signed up to volunteer at a local foster children charity. Erin loved working with the kids and I loved having a reason to spend time with her. Over that time, our friendship blossomed and we began spending time together outside of the charity. But this was the first time I’d made dinner for her.
“You never did tell me how you and Vinny cracked the code on Hall’s ledger,” she said.
“It was surprisingly easy,” I said. “Vinny said such codes are often based on a keyword or phrase.”
“Well, then, what was the keyword or phrase Victoria Hall used?” said Erin.
I laughed out loud.
“You ready?” I said.
“Go on,” said Erin.
“Victoria Hall was a lot of things but most of all, she was very full of herself. She thought nobody was smarter than she — in her own mind anyhow.”
“Right, Victoria the great,” said Erin, laughing.
“That’s exactly correct,” I said. “Hall’s keyword was ‘Victoria is great!”
Erin laughed out loud and I joined her. 
We laughed so hard, I nearly fell out of my chair.
“It’s amazing, isn’t it?” said Erin, looking into my eyes. “When I lost my daughter, I thought my life was over. Shortly after, I lost my mom and wanted to die. Then I lost John and the pain was unbearable. I miss them all tremendously, but I know now that my life is just beginning. The best is yet ahead.”
I looked deeply into her hazel eyes — looked straight through to her soul.
“I thought the same when my wife was killed by an arsonist,” I said. “I’d been numb ever since, but I am no longer. After the experiences I just went through, I feel more alive than I’ve ever felt. There’s something about getting so close to death but making it out OK — something about encountering a human being as lovely as you — that I know, too, that my life is just beginning.”
Erin smiled, then leaned across the table and kissed me — sending an electric jolt through every corpuscle in my being. 
She walked around the table and sat on my lap with her arms around my neck and kissed me again.
As my Irish grandfather liked to say, I was in for some wondrous whiskey that summer. 
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