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      It was time for Tommy Abrocci to make his move.

      At the home of Milwaukee mob boss Vincenzo Romano, the only sounds were the birds and the gentle waves of the lake.  The giant, ten thousand square foot English Tudor sat on Lakeshore Drive in all its breathtaking grandeur.  It looked out over Lake Michigan where freighters passed on their way to and from the Atlantic Ocean.

      The home itself had eight bedrooms, ten bathrooms and five fireplaces.  It was occupied by Romano and his wife Gloria.  The Don’s consigliere, a man named Stanley Wessel, lived in the carriage house behind the main building.

      It was early morning. A warm breeze stirred the treetops.  Giant elm, cottonwoods and maples fluttered in the soft wind.  The bluejays and cardinals sang at the black squirrels rummaging on the ground for acorns.

      The sun, initially obscured by a thin morning layer of cirrus clouds, had burned the sky a clear blue.  It was only ten in the morning and nearing eighty degrees.  The early morning’s moist air had begun to dampen even more with the coming of the day. Warmed by the sun, it now felt thick and enveloping.

      Romano was in Las Vegas, overseeing the tenuous foothold he was trying to establish in the casinos, via a connection with family members from Chicago.  He was scheduled to return in the evening.

      Tommy Abrocci was more than aware of Romano’s schedule.  He’d thought of nothing else for the last three days.  He’d lain awake, rehearsing the scenario over and over again.  He’d slept less than five hours over the course of three nights.  This morning, he’d looked in the mirror and had seen a man who looked like death warmed over.  He'd forced himself to drop that comparison.  It wasn't a good omen.

      But he’d had five cups of strong coffee.  In fact, he’d packed the freshly ground coffee into the filter himself.  As much as he could stuff in there.  He wasn’t worried about being overly jumpy.  That much caffeine would just bring him up to where he should be and counter the sleep deprivation he’d suddenly developed.

      Tommy stood in Romano’s kitchen.  He could see the lake through the giant picture window in the living room.  The natural light was brilliant in the morning. Even the kitchen was brightened by the angle of the sun.  Out on the water, Tommy could see a few small sailboats tacking toward the other side of the lake.

      It was quite a view.  He imagined the big man standing here, his hands in the pockets of his bathrobe, making the big decisions of the business.  Sometimes, even deciding who was to live or die.  Simultaneously playing with his balls and people's lives.

      Bile rose in Tommy’s throat.  Romano would be standing here tonight, no doubt, fantasizing about getting his thick hands around Tommy’s neck.  Choking the life out of him.  Tommy glanced out at the lake.  Maybe he’d be out there tonight, sitting on the bottom wrapped in chains and an old tarp from Romano’s garage.  Zebra mussels sucking on his face.

      Stop it, he told himself.  Negative thinking wasn’t going to get him anywhere.  He’d read about visualization and all that in one of those motivational books.  It all had to do with the power of positive thinking.  Visualizing success, that sort of thing.  Envisioning the future you wanted was half the battle.

      Tommy did that.  He imagined himself somewhere far away.  A new place.  A new town.  And best of all, a brand-new name.  He’d lose some weight, get a super short haircut, maybe even bleach it blond for awhile.  With all the golf and tennis and drinking cocktails on the beach, he’d be so tan no one would recognize him.

      Even better, he’d have plenty of money to live life the way he wanted to:  cash in his pocket and days chock full of freedom.  Freedom to do whatever he wanted to do, whenever he wanted to do it.  Maybe he’d sit around and carve coconuts.  Maybe he’d take a pottery class or grow garlic and peppers in a garden.  Who the hell knew?

      One thing he was sure of, though.  There would be babes.  Lots and lots of babes.  Young ones.  Old ones.  Divorcees.  Widows.  Native island babes, maybe.  Dark-skinned and dim-witted.  That’s the way he liked ‘em.

      Tommy savored his positive imagery for a few more seconds, then closed them up, like drawers in a dresser.  He brought himself back to the present and went over his plan for the next twenty-four hours.  He’d taken into account every contingency he could think of.  All of the people who’d turned his life into shit were factored in.  Even that fucking FBI agent who’d started the whole mess.  It was a good plan, he thought with no small amount of pride.  Everyone had made assumptions about Tommy Abrocci.  They’d all made assumptions of the kind of man he was.  Well, they were all wrong.  They’d made a big mistake.

      They all underestimated him.

      He had a plan.  And now, he just needed to execute it properly.

      Tommy Abrocci drained the last of the black coffee from his cup, walked back into the kitchen and set it into the sink.  He shook a handkerchief from his front pocket and wiped off the small bead of sweat that had formed at his hairline.  He dialed a number on his cell.

      “Nick?” he said.

      Tommy pictured Nick Falcone playing video games on his phone.

      “Get in here,” Tommy said.

      Tommy pulled a Smith & Wesson automatic from his shoulder holster.  From his pocket, he retrieved the five-inch silencer.  He screwed it onto the muzzle, then jacked a round into the chamber and clicked off the safety.  He put the gun inside his waistband, camouflaged by his sport coat.  Hopefully, he wouldn’t need it.  Hopefully, Falcone would do as he wanted.  But if not, he’d take care of it. There was no going back at this point.

      Falcone came in through the mudroom.  He was a short, powerful man, nearly ten years younger than Abrocci.  He wore a black T-shirt beneath a linen sport coat and had on Armani dress slacks.  Tommy knew that Falcone loved to take off the sport coat and strut around in the designer T-shirt, putting his bulging muscles on display.

      On more than one occasion, Tommy had passed through the exercise room where Falcone sat pumping iron.  Falcone would tilt his head down toward his arms and tell Tommy to “check out the pythons.”

      Now, Falcone walked into the kitchen and Tommy tossed the younger man a set of car keys.

      “Gloria wants raspberry scones.  A half dozen.  From Great Harvest Bread.  And bring back some of those little plastic tubs of honey.”

      “Great Harvest Bread?  Where the hell’s that?”

      Tommy shook his head.  “Outside of town. Half hour away or so.”

      “What?” Falcone said, his thick brows rising in unison.  “I gotta drive all that way for scones?  You gotta be kiddin’.  Have Joe do it.”

      Tommy figured he would say that.  Which was why he’d sent Joe on a similar bullshit errand a half hour ago.  He wouldn’t be back for hours.  Tommy shook his head.  “Joe’s busy.  You’re up.  You also gotta stop at the grocery store.  She wants butter.  Sweet cream. Unsalted.”

      “Jesus,” Falcone said.  “She shouldn’t be eating butter in the first place.  All that cholesterol.  Has she had her cholesterol checked lately?  I bet she’s way over 200.”  Falcone was a weightlifter and subscribed to every men’s health and fitness magazine that was published.

      “She didn’t ask for a checkup, Nick, she asked for some scones and butter, okay?”

      “From Great Forest?”

      Tommy sighed.  “Great Harvest, not Great Forest.”

      Falcone raised his hands.  “Fine, whatever.”  He thought for a moment.  “Mind if I stop at the GNC out there?”

      Tommy shrugged his shoulders.  Actually that would be perfect.  “Sure.  Running low on creatine?”

      Falcone nodded.

      “That stuff’ll shrink your equipment.  And from what I hear, you can’t afford to lose anything.”

      Falcone shot him the finger and left for the garage.

      A moment later, Tommy watched Falcone back the big Lincoln out of the garage, turn and drive down the long driveway.  When the car disappeared around the corner, Tommy quickly walked up the mahogany staircase, past the textured plaster walls, down the long hallway adorned with expensive original artwork, and stood in front of the third door on the right.

      It was Vincenzo Romano’s bedroom.

      And inside, was Gloria Romano.

      The Don’s wife.
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      Gloria Romano examined herself in the mirror.  Her skin was still wet from the shower, a towel was wrapped tightly around the dark hair that framed her face.  Two big brown eyes looked back at her, a solid but not substantial nose, high cheekbones and a strong jaw.  She was a handsome woman, but not a delicate one.  Still, men desired her.  Whether or not it was because of the power associated with her husband, or her own forceful personality, she didn’t know.  And frankly, she didn’t care.

      She unscrewed the cap of her face cream and slipped two fingers into the smooth milkiness.  She brought them to her face and applied it upward with gentle strokes.  Gloria remembered when she was a girl and was trying out her mother’s face cream, her mother had walked into the bathroom and seen the young girl.  Gloria had been scared, sure that she had triggered her mother’s volatile temper.  Instead, the woman had sat down next to Gloria and said, “Never rub down.  Always up.”  And then she’d demonstrated the right way to apply face cream.

      Now, nearly forty years later, Gloria the woman did what her mother told.  The cream worked its magic, bringing a soft luster to her skin.  Gloria Romano was still young, nearly fifteen years younger than her husband.  And she liked to think that age was enhancing her beauty, not detracting from it.  Still, a little face cream never hurt.

      She had nearly completed her routine when there was a soft knock at the door.

      “What,” she said.

      “The boss is back early, ma’am.  He wants to see you in the study.  He says it’s important.”

      Gloria sighed.  Everything was important to her husband.  It didn’t matter what he was doing.  Whatever it was, the world would stop if it wasn’t done the way Vincenzo Romano wanted it done.  There was only one thing in Romano’s life that he seemed to think wasn’t terribly important.

      Her.

      “He’s summoning me to his office?” she asked.

      Behind the closed door, she heard Tommy Abrocci’s voice.  She couldn’t stand him. He looked like a bloated pig.  His small, mean eyes disgusted her.  And the way he always stole looks at her body when he thought she wasn’t looking.  The man was vile.

      “He just said it was very important,” Abrocci said.  “I don’t think he’s feeling too good right now. He needs you, ma’am.”

      Gloria’s hand stopped mid-stroke.  She picked up a small hand towel and wiped the remaining cream from her face.  She took the towel from her head and gave her hair a quick run-through with the brush.  Frankly, it sounded like bullshit.  Vincenzo needing her?  Her husband didn’t need anybody, least of all her.

      She stood and wrapped a thick white terry cloth bathrobe around her body.  She opened the bathroom door and stepped out.

      “When did he get back?” she said, passing Tommy and going to the main hallway.

      “Just a minute ago, I guess.”

      Gloria walked down the winding stairwell that spilled out into the center hallway.  Her bare feet padded on the polished oak floors.  She turned right and went into the library.  It was a solid room, filled with bookcases and heavy mahogany furniture.  Behind her, she heard the heavy door close.  The room was empty and it was no surprise to her.

      Gloria turned and faced Tommy.

      She took in his expression. His clammy skin.  The dark circles beneath his eyes.  The fear in his face.

      “He’s not here, is he?” she said.

      Tommy pulled the gun out of his waistband and held it at his side.  “Here’s what’s gonna happen,” he said.  “Behind that picture,” he said, indicating a nautical painting on the wall behind the sprawling desk, “is the boss’s safe.  You’re going to open it for me.”

      Gloria kept her face straight.  She waited a moment then said, “Two questions."  She held out her palm and grasped her first long, expertly manicured finger.  Her voice dripped with condescension.  "What makes you think I have the combination?"  She grabbed her second finger.  "And why on the Lord's goddamned green earth would I want to do that?”  Honestly, she didn’t care.  But she also knew her husband had cameras in the house, and maybe even a few of them were equipped to record sound.

      Gloria could see that Tommy was momentarily caught off guard.  He'd expected her to be scared.  To cower.  The stupid pig didn't know a thing about her.

      She watched as he slowly recovered, like a scuba diver rising to the surface but being careful of the bends. He said: “Let me answer those in order:  You’ll do it because you don’t want to die.  And second, you have the combination because you’re a greedy bitch who would demand the combination from her husband.  No way you’re letting the goodies sit in there without being able to get at it whenever the hell you want.”

      She smiled.  “You got a death wish, Tommy?”

      “I got a life wish, honey.  Now open the safe.”

      “If I open the safe, you’re gonna end up at the bottom of the lake,” she said.  “You know that, don’t you?”

      Tommy waved the gun at her impatiently.

      She crossed the room, pulled the painting away from the wall on its noiseless hinges.  She spun the dial to the right, to the left, and to the right.  She pulled on the chrome handle and the safe cracked open.  “Voilà !” she said.

      Tommy crossed the room and retrieved a suitcase he’d stashed beneath the desk.  “Sit there,” he said, indicating a leather club chair across from the desk.  He reached into the safe and began pulling out bundles of cash.  He put them in the suitcase, glancing briefly at Gloria.

      She watched him, an amused expression on her face.

      Tommy shoved the last of the cash in the suitcase.  Sweat had begun to pour from his forehead.  He wiped it with the back of his hand.  Gloria noticed that it was shaking.  He pulled a few boxes of jewelry from the safe and threw them in as well.  Turning his back on Gloria, he slid the small digital recorder from his pants pocket and tossed those into the suitcase as well.

      He snapped the suitcase shut and slid it to the edge of the desk.  He came around the desk and stood in front of Gloria.  He placed the muzzle of the gun against Gloria’s forehead.  Tommy glanced at the camera mounted in the corner of the room.  “Maybe we ought to have a little fun before I leave,” he said.

      Gloria laughed.  Drummed her fingers on the top of the desk before cocking her head, raising an eyebrow and saying “You know Big Paulie Bernocchi?”

      In response, Tommy manually cocked the hammer on the automatic.

      “He nails me religiously every Wednesday night,” Gloria continued.  "Sometimes, if I need him, he stops by on the weekend, too,” she said.  “You know why they call him Big Paulie?”

      “Shut up or you’re dead,” Tommy said. He began fidgeting.

      “And if you think you’re hurting Vincenzo, you’re wrong there, too,” Gloria said.  “He’s the one who set me up with Big Paulie.  It’s been that way for years.  You see, he wants to keep me happy, but he doesn’t want to have sex with me.  So he figures it’s better if one of his own men does me than someone else, someone he can’t control.  So you see, you’re not going to accomplish anything by waving that teeny little pathetic thing at me-”

      

      Tommy clocked her over the head with his gun.  Gloria’s shoulders sagged.  A trickle of blood ran down the side of her face as she slid down the chair to the floor.

      Tommy gasped for breath.  Beneath his clothes, his body was drenched in sweat.  The gun shook in his hand.  He looked at the camera and raised his middle finger.  An act of bravado lessened by the obvious fear in the trembling hand.

      He took one last look at Gloria, then snatched the suitcase from the desk and hurried from the room.
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      Loreli Carson stared intently at the computer screen as her fingers flew across the keyboard.  There were no pauses, no distinct rhythms, just a fast-paced non-stop gentle clicking.  The only parts of her body that moved were her eyes, and those only went back-and-forth.

      The last time she’d been tested, she could type over one hundred words a minute.  Right now, she was doing at least that, maybe even more.  Possibly setting her own personal record.  She sat straight in her chair.  Her arms held in front of her, her hands seeming to almost hover over the keyboard, the fingers moving in a blur of skin and fingernail polish.  Her deep blue eyes raced across the monitor, never once looking down at her slim, elegant fingers.

      The prestigious law firm of Ryson, Butters & Mahoney was located in the heart of downtown Milwaukee.

      Ryson, Butters & Mahoney was on the tenth floor of a high-rise.  It was a large firm, with eight departments and a grand total of fifty-six lawyers and nearly a hundred paralegals and legal secretaries.  It was known locally, had a very upscale and very private client base, which was more than happy to pay a premium for discretion.

      Loreli's fingers continued to race across the keyboard.  She was like an orchestra, building to a triumphant climax.  Her finger hit the final key and it seemed to resonate through the space of her small cubicle perched outside the grand corner office of Carl Ryson.  Since Butters was dead and Mahoney was an ailing figurehead with no workload, Carl Ryson was the firm's number one lawyer.

      He was also Loreli's boss.

      In the next room, Carl Ryson and his team of attorneys, junior attorneys and strategists were waiting for Loreli’s document regarding Ryson’s main client, Gibraltar Enterprises and the case they were working on was one of the biggest of the year.

      Loreli watched as the computer completed its spell check.  She'd already proofed it once, knowing that spell check sometimes missed things.  Once that was done, she chose the print command and soon, the one-hundred-plus-page document would begin spewing from the printer just outside her cube.  As she listened to the printer firing up, Loreli glanced at the pictures on her desk, next to the phone.

      There were two of them.  In one, a pretty young woman with blonde hair and blue eyes stood behind a young boy who was a carbon copy of the woman.  The boy had on a baseball mitt that was several sizes too large.  The woman had on a tank top and shorts.  The woman was Loreli, the boy was her son, Liam.  The picture had been taken last summer.

      The other photo was a studio portrait of Liam.  He was dressed in a white shirt and tie.  His face was deadly serious.  His blue eyes looked huge, like marbles.  His skin was smooth, his blond bangs hung lightly across his forehead.  Loreli’s gaze lingered on the picture.  She had done everything to get him to smile, but when the photographer snapped, Liam’s smile disappeared.  Now, she loved the picture.  Liam was a fun-loving kid, always goofing around.  Fearless, really.  Loreli liked seeing this side of him.  As she looked at the picture, she could literally feel his hair on her fingertips as she brushed it from his forehead.

      It was all worth it.  Working as a legal secretary in the pressure cooker atmosphere of the law firm.  Every time she looked at Liam, she rededicated herself to her job.  To the paycheck that kept both of them going.

      The computer beeped, letting Loreli know the document had been saved.  She hit print and when the printer had spat out all of the pages, she made eleven collated copies, snapped them into binders and delivered them to Ryson’s office.

      Carl Ryson's corner office was ridiculously large.  At one point, Loreli had heard that it was actually three offices that Ryson had torn apart and converted into one single piece of symbolically powerful real estate.  The office was on the eastern side of the tower, which provided Ryson with an impressive view of Lake Michigan.

      As big and ostentatious as the office was, Ryson wore it well.  He was a tall, broad-shouldered man in his early sixties, although he looked at least ten years younger.  He jogged everyday along the waterfront, fearless of the sometimes dangerous element that loitered along the different sections of the city.  He had a carefully combed silver mane that swept back dramatically, revealing a broad, powerful face.  His slate gray eyes, which could transfix juries and project nearly every emotion in the human spectrum, now twinkled at Loreli.

      "Thank you, Loreli.  Is a copy of the deposition ready to be filed tomorrow morning?”

      “Yes, it’s all set, with extra copies ready just in case.”

      “Do you have the…” he searched his note pad until Loreli spoke.  “The corroborating interviews?”

      Ryson nodded, putting down his note pad.

      “They’re ready as well, along with clean copies of both your notes and the corresponding archival records.  Just as you asked.”

      “Jesus Christ, you know what I need before I even have to ask.”  He smiled at her.  “I’ll see you in the morning, then, before I head to court.”

      “Six a.m. sharp.”

      “Loreli, you are the glue that holds this place together."  She smiled and turned to the door.

      "Thank you, Carl. I'll see you in the morning."

      Ryson nodded and she turned to go, catching the eyes of one of the junior attorneys.  She ignored him and went back to her cubicle.  Loreli got hit on at least once a week in the office.  A single mom, a secretary, surrounded by arrogant, overworked and overstressed young attorneys with money to burn and no time to meet anyone outside the office.

      It was bound to happen.

      She was politely insistent in her rebuttals, as she thought of them.  She had no desire to piss anyone off, or hurt anyone's feelings, but she drew the line.  The paycheck wasn’t much, but it was all she and Liam had.  It was too much to risk for a quick fling that wouldn’t go anywhere.  And although word had gotten out that she wasn't interested in office romances, the crushing workload created a revolving door of younger attorneys, who weren't aware of Loreli's policy, only of their own raging hormones and lack of life outside the firm.

      Loreli straightened her desk, organized papers into their proper folders, then shut down her computer, and grabbed her purse.  She walked down the hallway to the deserted lobby where she waited for the elevator.  Most of the secretaries were gone, along with the research staff and the non-litigant attorneys.  The majority of people who would work well into the night were the junior attorneys, trying to bill a hundred hours a week in order to garner the attention of the firm's management and begin the slow, tortuous ascent to junior partner.

      The elevator dinged and she stepped inside.  She hit the button for the Lower Level.  The ride down was uninterrupted; ten floors of companies whose employees had knocked down the door promptly at five and were already on their way home.  Loreli didn't blame them, nor did she envy them.  She had a job to do and she did it right.  Period.  But now, inside the elevator, she shut off the agile mind of the legal secretary and thought only of Liam.  She couldn't wait to see him.

      The doors opened onto the parking garage, and Loreli walked past the Porsches, BMWs and Mercedes-Benzes before getting to her beige Toyota Camry.  It had a bubbling patch of rust over the right rear wheel well, and some of the rubber stripping below both doors was coming off.  Each strip was bending back and every time Loreli saw them, she smiled, remembering the time Liam had told her they looked like wings.

      There were other problems with the car.  The speedometer worked sporadically, the air conditioner blew hot air and there were more than a few spots of rust around the car, but Loreli didn't care.  The thing was paid for.  And it was hers.  And it got her where she needed to go.

      She opened the door, climbed in and started the car up.  The engine responded hesitantly, but Loreli gave it a little gas and it picked up quickly.  She pumped the brakes a couple times; there was a leak in the brake line and she had just added some brake fluid this morning.

      Loreli pulled out of her space, drove to the gate, held up her security card and when the giant white arm raised, drove out onto the street.  She turned on the radio and punched the button for her favorite rock station.

      A song was playing that she liked and she turned the volume way up.  One thing about her car:  it was a piece of crap, but its sound system got the job done.  Loreli’s left foot tapped to the rhythm of the song.  She rolled down the window and let the warm air inside, then checked her cell phone for messages, but there weren’t any.

      Loreli thought of Liam’s father, a.k.a. the single biggest mistake of her life.  But that part of her life was over.

      She pushed that line of thinking from her mind, like a house guest who’d overstayed his welcome, and sang out loud to the song on the radio.  She concentrated on the future.  She wasn't going to be a legal secretary forever.  She was good at it, and she would keep at it for a little while longer, but in a year, she planned to go back to college, to finish her degree and go to law school.  Eventually, she wanted to start her own practice.  Do lots of pro bono work for low-income single moms.

      Loreli knew she could do it.  She was as smart as most of the attorneys at Ryson, Butters & Mahoney.  In fact, there were a few to whom she could give some pointers.

      The old Loreli, the Loreli of five or six years ago probably wouldn’t have allowed a thought like that.  But the new Loreli didn’t have any problem making the call.  If her past had taught her one thing, it was to rely on herself when she wanted to get something done.

      The freeway was crowded as usual.  Loreli pulled the Camry into the middle lane and notched the speedometer at 70.  Any higher and the little car would start to shudder and vibrate.  Eventually, she turned onto Irene Street, a quiet neighborhood of mostly blue collar workers.

      Loreli’s house was a brick ranch built in the fifties.  There was a one-car garage.  The flowers Loreli had planted were in full bloom.  The front yard was small, but the grass was green and lush.  It was a well-kept, if extremely modest house.

      Loreli parked the car in the garage and walked to the front door to check the mailbox.  A catalog for children's toys and the phone bill.

      She went up the steps and opened the front door.

      And her mouth dropped open.

      Ted Haldeman, Liam's biological father, sat in a chair, facing the door.  Thick bands of duct tape covered his arms and legs, holding him to the chair.  There was duct tape all over him.  His chest.  His neck.  Duct tape around his ankles, around his crotch.  There were even a few strips wrapped around his mouth.

      Dried blood streaked down Ted’s face.  A tack had been smashed into his forehead.  Beneath the tack was a small slip of paper, splotched in places by blood.

      “Liam!” Loreli screamed.

      There was no answer.

      In the chair, Ted shook his head from side to side.

      Loreli went to him and ripped the piece of paper from Ted’s forehead.  Before she even read the note, she knew what was happening.

      Her worst nightmare had come true.

      She read the note aloud.  “Bring the money to The Venus Arcade if you want your package back."

      She ripped the duct tape from Ted’s mouth.

      “Uhhh,” Ted said.  His head sagged and small drops of blood appeared on the skin that had been relieved of the duct tape.

      Loreli grabbed Ted by the front of his shirt.  “Where is Liam?”

      “Dexter took him to scare me,” he said, his eyes pinched shut.  “Don't worry.  I‘ll get him his five grand.  All I need…”

      Before he could finish the sentence, Loreli slapped him.  The blow rang out in the quiet of the room.  Ted’s head snapped back, then lolled to the side.  She stepped back and drove a fist into the middle of his face.  Blood poured from his nose.  Loreli raked her nails across Ted’s face, her teeth grinding so hard she felt a small piece break off in her mouth.  She spit it out, then grabbed a handful of Ted’s hair with her left hand and smashed her right fist into his mouth.  His lips split and blood gushed from his mouth.

      Loreli turned and ran from the house, her car keys in hand.

      Behind her, Ted’s head sunk to his chest.
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      “I’m not happy with you,” Vincenzo Romano said to the doctor.  It was the tone of voice that he’d used to scare his enemies into submission, or to keep his lieutenants in line.  The doctor, a talented oncologist and surgeon and a normally supremely self-confident man, suddenly felt unnerved.

      “The procedure…” the doctor began.

      “Was nothing like you’d said it would be,” Romano interrupted.  “I distinctly recall you saying things like, ‘minor pain,’ and ‘inconvenience.’  What I’m feeling isn’t minor and it’s a hell of a lot more than inconvenient.”

      “There was significantly more bleeding than we’d expected,” the doctor said, his voice softer and lacking the assertiveness most of his patients experienced.  Patient Romano was special.  They didn’t teach him that in medical school.  It was a skill handed down through the ages; it was called a survival instinct.

      “I’m very sorry if you’re in pain, we’ll get you on the proper medication and make sure your recovery is smooth and as free of pain as possible.”

      Romano looked at the doctor, then softened his gaze.  He wasn’t used to another man hurting him.  The few who had were now at the bottom of Lake Michigan.  The doctor had done his job, if the procedure had a few difficulties, he would let it go.  He wasn’t about to whack the guy.  Besides, the most important job the doctor had was ongoing:  no one was to find out what kind of procedure the head of the Milwaukee mafia had received.

      A mastectomy.

      Romano pictured himself at a rally, surrounded by women all with their arms around each other singing folk songs.  And there he’d be, legendary crime boss now emblazoned with his new moniker:  breast cancer survivor.

      “Let me talk to you about maintenance,” the doctor said.  Ordinarily, Romano would have an underling here to take notes.  But everyone had been led to believe that he was in Vegas.  Gloria knew, but that was it.  And that’s the way it would stay.  A thing like this could undermine his reputation and in his business, a reputation was sometimes more important than what you actually did.  When he’d found the lump more than two months ago, he hadn’t thought twice.  In fact, it had become a nervous tic; in meetings or on the phone, he’d found himself gently caressing his left breast.  Finally, at his annual checkup, he’d mentioned it to the doctor.

      In no time, he was under the knife.

      “So we’ll expect to see you back in a week, Mr. Romano.”

      An hour later, he was discharged and in a cab, headed for home.
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        * * *

      

      Romano sat stiffly in the big leather chair in the living room, his eyes staring straight ahead.  His face, usually splashed with color and an underlying ruddiness, was now pale and wan.  A thin sheen of sweat had broken out along his forehead.

      Nick Falcone walked into the room with the hesitancy of a dog caught stealing the master’s shoe.

      “How you doin’, boss?” he asked.

      "Shut up, Nick."

      His voice was thick.  His words came out soft but harsh.  The doctor had told him that he had to take it easy for a few days.  Rest.  Relax.  Try not to get upset over the fact that his left breast had been completely removed.  Sure, doc.  Romano stared at Nick Falcone.  He felt the black rage rise within him, the kind that doesn't heed the advice of doctors and significant others.

      “What the hell were you thinking, Nick?” Romano said.

      "Boss," Nick began, but Romano cut him off.

      “We got a million bakeries here!  We are the goddamn bakery capital of the free world.  We got scones and éclairs and bagels and donuts and every other kind of baked good coming out our asses."

      "I know, boss, but-"

      "Then why in the name of God would you let Tommy Abrocci talk you into driving all the way out to the middle of nowhere for some goddamn scones?  Are you insane?  Have you completely lost the ability to think for yourself?”

      "But he said Mrs. Romano-"

      "Nick."  Romano's voice was low and even.  "This is what they call a rhetorical question.  Don't bother making excuses."

      Falcone opened his mouth to say something, but then snapped it closed just as Gloria walked into the room.

      She had on blue jeans with a black belt and black leather shoes.  A magenta blouse clung to her body, revealing her flat stomach and large, firm breasts.  Her face was a true Italian beauty with olive skin, full lips, luscious brown eyes and black hair.

      Romano contemplated his wife.  They’d met through their families.  Her father had owned a fine food grocery store that catered to all the Mob – or the Combination as it was called locally – functions.  He’d met her when he was still a young man, had asked her to dance, and six months later they were married.  That was nearly fifteen years ago.

      He still desired her, but the feeling was faint and faraway.  The doctor had told him that his hormones would be all over the place following the surgery and that his emotions might be up and down.  He felt that way, but looking at Gloria, he felt calmed, the black rage passed from his body.  Even though he had several mistresses and his marriage had become a joint figurehead, he could still admire her beauty.  Even as she aged, Gloria didn’t become more beautiful, it was just that her beauty was different.  More refined.  More statuesque.  More about the form of her face, the shape of her eyes than the youthful glow of her skin.

      His ruminating was interrupted by the sight of the small bandage on the side of her forehead, slightly buried beneath the rich black hair.  The inner peace he’d felt turned out to be fleeting.  The rage came back.  Tommy Abrocci cold-cocking his wife in his den, stealing his money.  The bastard had to die.

      The doctor had checked out Gloria.  She needed rest and plenty of Tylenol.

      Other than that, she would be fine.

      Romano knew that Gloria had wanted to come to the hospital, to be there when he got out of surgery, but he'd vetoed the idea.  Only a handful of people knew why he was at the hospital:  himself, Gloria, the doctor, the surgeon and a few nurses.  Romano had every intention of keeping it that way.

      "Do you want anything?" Gloria said.  "Tea?  Espresso?"

      Romano shook his head.

      "How are you?" she asked.  She sat on the arm of the club chair – his favorite because it faced the lake and was close to the fireplace.

      "I'll be a lot better when I find Tommy Abrocci.  He didn't hurt you, right?"  He reached out and stroked her back.   She didn’t respond to his touch.  Hadn’t for a long time.  He felt a wave of sadness but pushed it aside.  It was too late for all that.

      Romano could see that she was hurt he'd put it in that order.  He realized, after the fact, that he'd put her second in the equation, that a normal husband would first ask about his wife, then express the need to find the man who'd ripped him off.  But he’d spent all his life putting business before everything.  He wasn’t about to change.

      He was just surprised that it still seemed to matter to Gloria.

      "I'm fine," she said.  "A little-"

      "Boss," Nick Falcone said.  "We're ready for you."

      Romano heaved himself from the chair, winced at the pain that seemed to sting his chest.

      Gloria didn’t wait, just stood and walked from the room.  He followed and was almost through the doorway when he realized that Gloria had been saying something.

      He was about to ask her, but she was already gone.

      Too late.

      He kept going.
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      In Romano’s study, Nick Falcone slid back the oak panel of the entertainment center to reveal the flat-screen plasma television located behind it.  He picked up the remotes and pressed buttons until the video began to play.

      Romano stood in front of the unit, not bothering to sit down.  It wasn’t worth the pain.  He slid his hands into his pockets and glowered at the television.

      The footage was shot from the overhead security camera located in the corner of the office.  The image was black-and-white, and showed Tommy Abrocci with a gun pointed at Gloria's head.  It showed Tommy going to the safe, getting the money, then putting the gun to Gloria's head.  Their mouths moved, then Tommy smashed the gun against Gloria's head.  The room was silent as Romano and Falcone watched Gloria slide from the chair and collapse onto the floor.

      Romano felt the black rage rise within him again.  "Bastard," he said softly.

      Falcone fast forwarded until Gloria attempted to regain consciousness.  She slumped forward, moved a little bit, then sagged back down onto the carpet.

      "That's all there is," he said.

      "It's enough," Romano said.  He looked out the window, saw the thick branches of the massive cottonwood tree swaying gently in the wind.  In the sky, a few stars twinkled and he could just make out the half-moon hanging in the sky.

      "Let me think," Romano said.

      Falcone left without a word, closed the thick oak doors behind him.  Romano walked to his desk.  It was a sprawling oak job with a smoothly polished surface.  Nearly ten feet wide, the beast had to weigh a few hundred pounds.  A phone, unused for years, sat on the edge.  In the center, sat his cell phone.

      Romano sat in the leather chair behind the desk, winced at the pain that spiderwebbed across his chest.  There was just no way to sit or stand without it hurting.  Christ, this was awful.  He thought again of how the doctor had minimized the procedure.  He ought to break the idiot’s hands.

      Romano drummed his thick fingers on the glass-like surface of the desk.

      What would make Tommy suddenly decide to rip him off?  What would motivate a man to sign his own death warrant?  Romano was worried.  He’d known Tommy for a long time.  Their fathers had been friends.  Tommy had been a loyal soldier.  Not the brightest bulb in the chandelier, but Tommy was loyal and mean.  More than willing to dispense violence as he, Romano, saw fit.

      Romano didn’t like what he was thinking.  Had the Feds gotten to Tommy?  If so, had they sanctioned the robbery?  Or had Tommy gotten into some kind of financial trouble?  That wouldn’t be it.  You couldn’t pay your debts off if you were dead.

      He had a pretty good idea what Tommy was up to, but needed to receive a phone call to be absolutely sure.  That phone call would also tell him where he needed to send the solution he had in mind.

      The problem, as he saw it, was that if he wasn't able to act quickly enough after he got the phone call, he could be in some serious, serious trouble.

      He had to lay the groundwork now.

      Then, once he got the call, he could implement the solution immediately.  It would be a rush job, no two ways about it.  Romano didn't like rush jobs, too many things went wrong.  Shit, things went wrong on the most well-planned jobs.  But sometimes rush jobs were a necessary risk.  And taking this risk was absolutely necessary.

      Romano picked up the cell phone.

      It was time to bring in Jack Cleveland.
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      Tommy Abrocci sipped from his cup of coffee in the back corner of the Java House.  It was one of those ultra-trendy places, just a few blocks from a funky neighborhood on the outskirts of town.

      The coffee was good stuff.  The Colombians didn't know shit about what it took to operate in America, but they could make some mean coffee.  He sipped again, savored the rich, full-bodied flavor.  As good as it was, in Tommy's mind it didn't come close to some strong Italian espresso.  The kind that could have your heart doing an up-tempo bass line in minutes flat.

      Tommy smeared a thick layer of butter on his croissant and stuffed half of it into his mouth.  The thick, flaky crust melted in his mouth.  Tommy momentarily closed his eyes as the flavor spread over his tongue, through his palate.  He felt good.  No, check that.  He felt better than good.  He felt downright great.  He had parked his sweet ass directly on top of the world, and he was planning on sitting there for a long, long time.

      He’d made the drive out of Milwaukee in good time.  Although the small town he was in now was only forty-five minutes from the city, it was a different world.  It felt very far from the chokehold of Vincenzo Romano’s empire.

      Tommy took another sip of the coffee and let it warm his stomach. The caffeine was giving him a steady buzz of energy.

      The cash, like everything else he held truly valuable in this world, was between his legs.  He was just beginning to relax.  On the road, he’d been so tense he’d noticed that he was literally white-knuckling the steering wheel.  Now, tucked safely in a small place in a small town, he felt like the old Tommy.  He almost laughed out loud.  No one would think to look for him here.

      He turned his attention to the paper sitting on the table.  He went to the sports section and skimmed it for news of his beloved Packers.

      Well, Tommy thought, my days of being a Green Bay fan are just about over.  With his new life, maybe in Florida, he'd have three choices:  the Dolphins, the Buccaneers or the Jaguars.  Then again, there were quite a few retired wise guys in Florida, especially Miami.  He might have to opt for South Carolina.  Or North Carolina.  The Carolina Panthers were a decent football team.

      But the Panthers were in Charlotte, too far from the ocean.  Tommy wanted to be near the water.  To fish, snorkel, lay around and get tan, look at the college girls in their bikinis.

      Tommy finished the sports section and looked at his watch again.  It was almost time.  He breezed through the last of the paper, put it on top of the rest of the sections, then scooped them all up and set them in the chair next to him.

      This was the good part.  Thinking about his new future.  Not worrying about Romano and all the bullshit his life had become.  Now, it was gonna be all broads and booze.  Bloody Marys in the morning, banging a hottie all day, then shrimp cocktails and ice-cold beer in the evenings.  A big cigar and a glass of Scotch to polish off the day.  This was the life he’d always dreamed about.  The life he always knew he deserved.

      He drained the last of his coffee, set the cup down and checked his watch.

      It was time.
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        * * *

      

      The Prescott Hotel was in the heart of town at the intersection of First Street and Main.  It was a turn-of-the-century beast, Federal style, with a porticoed entrance.  Black shutters framed white windows.  Four stories with sixty rooms or so.

      It was the kind of hotel Vincenzo Romano would never think of.  In fact, it would be the last place anyone would look for a Mob rat, Tommy thought to himself.  Internally, he winced at the word "rat."  But that's what he was.  The kind of guy his former comrades would love to perforate and drop into Lake Huron.  Tommy didn't care.  Better a live rat than a dead wiseguy.

      Besides, how many other rats got to stay in luxurious hotels like this one?

      He entered through the revolving door complete with brass handles and brass kickplate.  The noise from the street ended abruptly.  The lobby was plush with a thick Oriental rug and a deep leather living room set.  A burled walnut coffee table held magazines and a phone.  A small piano sat to the right of the lobby.  A front desk was on the left.  It was made of dark wood and on the wall behind it were two modern paintings.  A short brunette was typing on the computer with a phone in the crook of her neck.  She had on a blue blazer with a name tag featuring the logo of the hotel.  The name tag said, "Connie."  She glanced up as Tommy passed and gave him an automatic smile.  He ignored her and headed straight for the elevators.

      Tommy hit the up arrow and waited.  He took in the rich, polished wood. The marble floor.  It lived up to the descriptions he’d read on the Internet.  ThePrescott.com touted the hotel as a five-star treasure, a place called by Midwest Living magazine as a “luxurious haven for those with a strong desire to get away from it all and be pampered.”  Well, Tommy reasoned, he wanted to get away from it all, and he definitely wanted to be pampered.  His idea of pampering, though, was probably different from what the hotel concierge had in mind.  For the kind of pampering he had in mind, Tommy would have to look for services outside those listed on the hotel’s guest guide.

      The elevator arrived and Tommy stepped inside then punched the number nine button.  The elevator swiftly bore its sole occupant to the ninth floor, whereupon the doors opened and Tommy stepped out onto thick burgundy carpet.

      He took in the elegant table upon which sat a lamp that looked to be made of delicate porcelain.  A striped wing chair sat next to it.

      Tommy walked down the hallway slowly, listening to the complete absence of noise.  This was what he wanted.  Totally different from the Motel 6 kind of hotel he was used to and that pompous jerk Romano insisted his men stay at on the road.  Where you stepped out into the hallway and were immediately greeted by the sound of screaming children and blaring televisions.  While he, Romano, stayed in places like the Four Seasons.  Piss on Romano, Tommy thought.

      Tommy was done with the Motel 6’sand the Super 8’s forever.  This would be the kind of place he stayed in from now on.  A place that had class written all over it.

      Room 914 was at the end of the hallway, the second room from the end.  Tommy stood before it.  He got the key card from his pocket, slid it through the slot, waited for the light to turn green and when it did, he opened the door and stepped inside.

      It only took a moment to congratulate himself on his choice.  The room was wide, cool and spacious.  The carpet was thick, luxurious and a unique shade of blue.  The wallpaper was full of scrolly details and almost medieval-looking designs.

      It made him feel like royalty.

      The bed was huge with a magnificent headboard of solid cherry.  There was a small sitting area sectioned off from the rest of the room and there was a huge entertainment center along the room’s main wall.  To the right there was a door that led to the bathroom.  He pushed through it and was momentarily dumbfounded.  Now this was a bathroom.  Funky stainless steel sink.  Giant tub.  Separate walk-in shower.  Marble floors.  Fancy gold fixtures.

      This was the life.

      Vincenzo Romano style.

      Thanks, Vin, Tommy thought to himself and laughed out loud.  He walked back into the main room and set the suitcase with the suitcase inside, on the bed.  Tommy found the t.v. list and noted that there was an adult movie channel.

      No need for that, he thought.

      That was the old Tommy.

      This was the new Tommy.  The new Tommy didn't have to watch third-rate smut.  Or resort to Internet porn.  No siree Bob.  The new Tommy was much too classy for that.

      The new Tommy wanted a hooker.

      High-class all the way, baby.
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      “Look at me! Look at me!” Liam Carson shouted.  His voice was high-pitched and filled with excitement.  A seven-year-old boy having the time of his life.

      He sat next to the man he knew only as Dexter.  Initially, he’d been afraid of him.  Especially when his Dad had told him to go wait in Dexter’s car.  Then, a few minutes later, Dexter had come out and said they were leaving to meet Liam’s Mom somewhere.

      Liam was scared.  His Mom had told him to never go anywhere with strangers.  He wasn’t supposed to believe anyone when they said it was okay with Mom if she hadn’t told Liam about it.  But his Dad had said it was okay.

      So what did that mean?

      Mom hadn’t said anything but his Dad had.  Now, Liam knew that his Mom didn’t really like his Dad anymore.  At one time she did, but not anymore.  He didn’t even live with them.

      But he was still Liam’s Dad.  So Liam went with Dexter.  And now here they were, sitting side by side on Jet Skis.  Liam had always wanted to ride a Jet Ski.  His was yellow.  Dexter’s was red.  They faced a giant TV screen where a water course twisted its way around obstacles and jumps and all kinds of cool stuff.  Liam could see crowds of cyber people along the course, cheering him on.  This was great.

      The best part was that the Jet Skis leaned side to side, rocked back-and-forth and roared.

      "I got you now, you little bitch!" Dexter said.

      Liam ducked his head and looked around.  That was a terrible, bad word.  No one seemed to notice, though.  Dexter’s voice sounded deep and rough to him.  Liam was reminded of the singer Lenny Kravitz, who his Mom listened to.  Dexter sounded just like him.  He looked like him, too.  Liam didn’t know too many black people.  Dexter had weird hair.  He had a ton of muscles, too.  Liam’s Dad, Ted, was skinny and weak compared to Dexter.  Liam had never seen a man with so many muscles.  It helped that Dexter wore a shiny T-shirt made of the same stuff that Mommy’s dresses had.  Silk, Liam remembered.  And Dexter’s diamond earrings were huge.

      Liam snapped his attention back to the screen, gunned his Jet Ski and watched his computer-generated image fly by Dexter's with a splash of digital sea spray.

      Liam laughed in near hysterics.  "Yeah, baby!" he shouted with glee.

      "You can't keep it up, boy," Dexter told him, gunning his machine.  "I'm all over your ass, now."

      A hairpin corner came up and Liam throttled his Jet Ski back and swung wide, barely making the curve.  Dexter leaned into it, his Jet Ski slammed over to the left as far as it would go.  Liam saw Dexter’s thick legs clamp onto the ride as it leaned way over.  The speaker boomed out the sound of an engine screaming and suddenly, Liam saw Dexter’s cyber twin crash into the wall and fly across the water.  Total wipeout.

      "You're toast!" Liam cackled.

      "Goddamn…" Dexter muttered.  “Look at that pathetic white boy,” he said to Liam.  Liam watched Dexter’s guy climb back onto the Jet Ski and struggle to get going.

      “That’s the problem,” Dexter said.  “My guy is white.  Why didn't they have a black option for this stupid game?  A brother would’ve scorched it!”

      Liam sailed through the finish line.  On the screen, the crowd chanted, "We will, we will rock you!"  Liam clapped his hands on his thighs.  "We will, we will rock you!"

      Dexter hopped off the Jet Ski.  "I got too comfortable, that's what happened."

      Liam slid off the Jet Ski, a sly grin on his face.  "I waited and then made my move.  Sometimes you just have to go for it."

      "The only thing I could go for right now is a drink," Dexter said.

      Liam looked around the room.  The arcade was huge.  He’d heard someone say that there were over five hundred different kinds of games from basketball hoops to computer blackjack to flight simulators.  Supposedly companies had parties here.  Right now, Liam could see men and women in business clothes shooting water guns into clown mouths.  There were a bunch of men in suits sitting behind the Indy 500 race cars.  They were whooping and shouting at each other.  Liam had never seen grown-ups having so much fun.

      Liam watched it all in awe.  It was huge.  It was the biggest video arcade he'd ever seen in his life.  He couldn't wait to tell his buddies at school about it.  They'd never believe that he'd spent the better part of a day here with some wild black dude he'd never even met before.  A part of him was scared, but a part of him was totally psyched.

      He was digging Dexter.

      “How long before my Mom is coming to pick me up?” Liam said.

      “Should be any minute now,” Dexter said.

      Liam pondered that.  Then he raised an eyebrow and looked at Dexter.  "Wanna get your butt kicked again?"
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      Loreli saw Liam by the Jet Skis and walked directly toward him, her heart beating fast and strong.  The sights and sounds of the games - the blinking lights, the flashing colors, the startled yelps and cheers of the contestants added to the turmoil inside her.

      Her world was still reeling.  Literally.  The floor seemed out of whack, much like the roads had been on the 90 m.p.h. drive over.  She had vague, blurred visions of cars pulling over to let her through.  Her headlights flashing on and off, the palm of her hand never far from the horn.

      Now, her vision cleared and narrowed.  Like a lens going from wide angle to zoom, she zeroed in on her son who, incongruously, sat on top of a video arcade Jet Ski.

      He seemed to feel her eyes and looked up.  She saw the flash of recognition and then he was off the Jet Ski and running to her.  He was yelling "Mommy!  Mommy!"  Even then, through the haze of her near hysteria, she sensed something wasn’t right.  She’d imagined her boy crying and cowering in the arms of a madman.

      Liam looked like he was having fun.

      Loreli watched him tear across the game room floor and then he was in front of her, leaping into her arms.

      She hugged him as hard as she could, kissed his cheek and breathed deeply.  She squeezed so hard she heard him gasp.  Loreli loosened her grip and buried her nose in his hair.  The smell of him always calmed her.  That little boy smell.  Half-pillow, half-shampoo.

      Loreli loosened her arms and he slid down the length of her body.  She saw the man approaching.  The black man with the dreadlocks and the silk T-shirt.  He was slowly making his way over to them.  Loreli felt the blood surge again.

      She put her hand on Liam’s shoulders and said, "Why don't you go over and watch those guys shooting baskets.”

      “But Mommy, Dexter said-"

      “Who?” Loreli asked.

      “Dexter,” Liam said and pointed at the man who was now just a few feet from them.

      “Liam.  Go.”  The words came out through nearly clenched teeth.

      Liam said, "Aw, Mom, I just kicked his-I just won that game.  I’m spanking him-"

      "Liam," Loreli said, and the boy recognized the ice in her voice.  He went over to where two accountants were having a spirited free throw competition and pretended to be interested.  He looked back at Loreli but she stared him down until he turned back to the game.

      Loreli turned to the man Liam had called ‘Dexter.’  He put on a big smile and extended his hand.

      "I do apologize-" he said.

      "If you ever touch him again, I'll kill you.”  Loreli spat the words at him.  She had never been so angry in her life.  The fury spilled from her.  At that moment, she knew in her heart she could kill another human being.

      Despite this, the man laughed.  "Hold on, honey."

      "I'm serious,” Loreli said, interrupting him.  His smile faltered.  “Come anywhere near him again and I'll kill you myself."

      The smile now completely disappeared from Dexter's face.  "Tell you what," he said, looking around to make sure no one was listening, that everyone was wrapped up in their little video games, trying desperately to earn enough tickets to buy a cheap little plastic watch that probably wholesaled for about five cents.

      "Ted is into me for five grand, and he's not taking it seriously.  You help him out, get me my money, you'll never see me again except in an erotic dream or two.  Are we clear?"  Dexter folded his arms across his chest.

      Loreli was stunned.  Hadn’t she made herself clear?  A small stab of fear pricked her insides.  The man was so confident.  She noticed the muscles on his arms, saw the hint of tattoos just below the sleeves of the T-shirt.

      “Listen to me,” Loreli said.  She felt the heat in her face.  Her tongue was dry and she was barely able to get the words out of her mouth.

      “Whoa, baby, relax…”

      “If you ever come near me or my son again–”

      “We've covered that, I believe.  Tell Ted-”

      “Ted has officially been out of my life for a long, long time.  Anything you do with him is none of my business.”

      Her voice had begun to rise and several of the nearby business people turned in their seats.

      Dexter glanced at them out of the corner of his eye and the heads quickly swiveled back to the video screens.

      Dexter sighed and shook his head.  “I need my five grand in five days, honey.  You do what you gotta do.  And if it doesn't happen, I'll do what I gotta do."

      Loreli turned on her heel toward Liam.  As she walked away, she heard Dexter’s voice, low and menacing.

      “Five days, bitch,” Dexter said.  “Or you’ll find that boy hanging from your chandelier.”

      She took Liam's hand and hurried toward the exit.  Loreli heard Liam say, "Mommy?"

      She couldn’t answer.
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      "For her outstanding achievements, her tireless enthusiasm, and her ability to always get the job done, I am pleased to promote Amanda Rierdon to the title of Special Agent In Charge."

      She watched her boss, Douglas Vawter, Milwaukee Field Operative In Charge (FOC) turn to her with the most obviously superficial smile she’d ever seen.  Instead of feeling proud, Amanda Rierdon felt bored and disgusted.  First of all, the promotion was long overdue.  She’d done twice as much work as all the other agents, and she’d maneuvered herself well over Vawter’s head.  In fact, the regional director of the FBI had told her over cocktails at a conference in Washington that in less than two years, she would be Vawter’s boss.

      Second, Vawter was a fool.  She looked at him.  Short and wide with a bad crewcut, and a deeply creased face.  The man had never heard of anything remotely resembling fashion.  His hair was gray, his skin dry and old-looking.  His clothes were Sears specials, at least ten years old.  To be receiving a promotion from this man wasn’t worth the effort it took to stand next to the flimsy podium and endure the smell of his drug store cologne.

      Amanda thought about what a contrast they presented.    She imagined how her tall, slender physique combined with her pale skin and fiery red hair would look in the paper.  Next to a guy who looked like he had just finished slopping the pigs.  Definitely new guard versus old.

      Vawter stepped up next to her and together, they posed for the photographer from the newspaper.  Amanda watched the guy.  He had two cameras, thick glasses and a ponytail.  What’s with the ponytail, Rierdon thought?  Is it a prerequisite to be a photographer?  Don’t they know the creepy stereotype?  This one looked like he’d have no problem telling young girls he was a talent scout for Hollywood.  And why did they send a guy who was obviously the third or fourth string?  Didn’t she rate a better photographer?  She made a note to look into the editor’s record.  You never knew when payback could come in handy.

      She flashed her smile, one of her best features.  She had spent considerable time perfecting it, correctly assessing that it was more than just an expression.  It was a tool.  She had gotten to the point where her smile could make confident men feel naked, hardened criminals confess, and send tremors of fear down other women’s spines.

      The photographer snapped his pictures, then a reporter, a frumpy-looking woman with a bad skirt and a visible moustache asked a question.  The sight of the reporter pissed off Amanda as well.  Where was the A-team of reporters?  These two looked like they should be covering the bake sale at one of the elementary schools.

      “Agent Rierdon, what are your priorities going to be as SAC?”  The woman’s voice was nasally with little inflection.  She had read the question from a notepad, most likely supplied by her supervisor.

      Amanda stepped up to the microphone and spoke clearly.  Despite her boredom with the event, she could always feel herself warm to the spotlight.  “FOC Vawter has charged me with many responsibilities,” she said. "For now, I’ll be wrapping up some work I’ve done with the organized crime unit before moving to my new post.”

      Amanda went on to say a few more things about the state of organized crime in Milwaukee and then there were a few more background questions before the reporter and photographer were all set.

      As they packed up, Rierdon and Vawter answered several questions from the Bureau’s internal PR department.  The interview would appear in an inter-office newsletter which no one would read.  When they were done, they rode the elevator back up to their offices on the fifth floor of the Federal Building.

      When the elevator doors closed, Vawter turned to her.

      "Glad that's over with," he said.

      Rierdon kept her face impassive.

      "Thank God they haven’t heard about Tommy Abrocci," Vawter said.  His face was like a slab of granite.  Hard and unyielding.  “More importantly,” he said, “have you heard anything?”

      Rierdon heard the joyful sarcasm in his voice and wanted to sucker punch him.

      "No, sir," she said.  Her voice smooth and controlled.  “But I expect to have something by the end of the day.”

      They walked to the end of the hallway.  Vawter’s office was to the right, Amanda’s to the left.  "You’d better find him before he does something you regret,” Vawter said.  “It would look especially bad now after your promotion.”

      “Yes, sir,” she answered.

      “I don’t want to have to remind you of a certain expression that seems appropriate.”

      “What would that be, sir?” she said, the sarcasm in her voice matching that of her supervisor’s.

      Vawter sighed.  “What the Bureau giveth, the Bureau can take away.”

      He turned from her, not bothering to wait for a reply.  Amanda watched him go.  A mediocre bureaucrat with nothing important behind him and even less in front of him.  She would be very happy to see him go.

      Maybe she would have the opportunity to fire him.

      And when she figured out a way to deny him his pension, she would remind him of that very same expression.
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      Amanda Rierdon’s office was small, or at least it seemed small to her.  The physical dimensions of the room didn’t seem to be so confining, but the architects who did the floor plan had no idea that a woman would be inhabiting the space.  Even if she knocked down the wall and converted the office next to it, it still wouldn't have been enough to give her the room she needed.

      Rierdon's desk, as well as her file cabinets, her phone and her bookshelves, were all standard issue, circa 1990 particleboard.  Big, heavy and horribly outdated.  The bookshelf was jammed with FBI literature on procedures, case histories and various analyses.  The file cabinets were packed with neatly organized, highly detailed notes of every case Amanda Rierdon had ever worked on, from her days as a junior agent in the Milwaukee office to her new, hotly contested position.

      The walls held no artwork or pictures of family.  She had been an only child, raised all around the world.  Her parents had both been very bright, very driven people. Her mother had been a professor of French literature before marrying her father, a colonel in the Army.  They had died in a car accident in Paris shortly after Amanda had graduated from college.

      There were seven neatly framed newspaper articles, four of which showed the photograph of Amanda Rierdon taken at her first promotion.  The headline read, "A very special Special Agent."  The other stories featured headlines a lot less saccharine, but with similar details.  Together, they chronicled the rise of a woman who lived for the job.  A woman who focused her enormous energy on bringing the targets of her investigations to justice.

      Currently, her target was Vincenzo Romano.

      Her path to Romano was Tommy Abrocci.

      And now, Tommy Abrocci had disappeared.

      Rierdon fought down the anger inside.  She had deserved the promotion.  She'd worked hard.  She'd had the best clearance rate of any case worker in the Milwaukee bureau.

      But no one would cut her any slack.  In fact, there were a great many people, like Vawter, who would jump for joy if she failed.  Who would happily call up the very same reporter from the paper and "leak" a story about a mistake Rierdon had made.

      It wasn't a game, but there were stakes.

      For Amanda Rierdon, the stakes had never been higher.
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      It was clearly a “Rierdon Red Alert.”

      Amanda knew of the term, had overheard it on several occasions.  She was aware that it was a direct label for her angry outbursts, for her refusal to accept the lazy, sloppy work of her subordinates.

      It didn’t matter to her what they called it.  All she knew was that she was pissed, and it was up to her and her lackluster team to take care of the situation.

      Amanda looked at the other agents in the room.  Junior agents.  Working for her now.  Or more accurately, not working for her.  Not taking the initiative.  Not being responsible.  In short, being lazy bureaucrats.

      Amanda felt like she knew what it was like to be the coach of a basketball team where no one is taller than 5'5".  Looking at your team of this caliber makes you want to bench them all and just play the game yourself.

      But she was part of administration now.  She would be partially judged on how well she did as a "team."

      It was a new concept for Amanda as she was used to doing it all by herself.

      It was a strategy that had served her well.

      “I'm trying very hard to control my temper," she said.

      She turned to Arnold Macaleer, a chubby young man of twenty-nine years.  He had a librarian's body with a head of thick, black curly hair.  His clear blue eyes looked out at her from beneath thick glasses. He had an almost patrician face with fine features.  Rierdon didn't think he had much of a future as a field agent.  He would do better in the reference center organizing the Bureau's periodicals.

      “Well?”

      Rierdon thought the look on his face was pathetic. She noted that he kept his eyes on the point of her chin to avoid making eye contact.

      “Uh…" he said.  “No word as of yet.”

      Amanda looked around the room at the other agents. Daniels, with his linebacker body and crewcut, carefully studying the tops of his shoes.  Rupert, a slim man with a bald head looked out the window.  Rupert liked the idea of being an FBI agent, but didn’t like the work.  In fact, Amanda thought he didn’t like work at all.  The only part he enjoyed was telling people he was an FBI agent.

      The room fell back into an uneasy silence.

      “We’ve got flags on his credit cards, the cars, his cell phone, everything,” Daniels said.  He was dumb, but the most ambitious of the three.  He would probably go the farthest.

      “I have one request that I’m sure the three of you are going to accomplish with some breathtakingly original answers that are based on sound logic and textbook police work.”

      She folded her arms across her chest, pictured Vawter smirking at her.  Stripping her of her promotion.

      She tried to think of what her anger management course had taught her.  But her anger was too great.

      Amanda took a deep breath.

      “Find that stupid bastard Tommy Abrocci!”
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      On the 52" high-definition television in his soundproofed media room, Vincenzo watched the poorly produced, poorly conceived and barely watched local news program, "Your Milwaukee."  Today's program featured approximately four human interest stories including a woman whose garden vegetables were a booming mail order business, a man who trained his dog to mow the lawn, and a daring exposé on unsanitary habits in the local grocery store’s meat department.

      The final story, however, was the one Romano was waiting for.  He'd been phoned by several associates regarding the final piece and now watched with amused tolerance as Amanda Rierdon beamed with pride as her supervisor announced the added responsibilities being given to this doyenne of Milwaukee's organized crime.

      "Organized crime in the city is a big problem," she said to the camera.  Romano watched, partly fascinated, partly disgusted, as this green-eyed red-haired giant sequoia of a woman slandered what he did for a living.

      "Too many people believe the image of the Mafia that Hollywood has perpetrated,” she said.  “The whole Robert DeNiro, goofy, fun-loving guy shtick.  It's just not true.  These are common criminals.  What they do is support other criminals, prostitution, pornography, illegal gambling, burglary.  It's not some colorful fraternity full of guys that used to hang around with Frank Sinatra."

      The hell it isn't, Romano thought.  I'm colorful and I met Sinatra a couple times.  What a prick.

      Just then, Gloria walked into the room, and sat next to him on the expansive leather couch.

      They both watched as the reporter asked Rierdon what the public could do to help.

      "Support your local politicians who support what we do.  Milwaukee would be a much safer, much better city without these common criminals.  Show your support for us at the polls.  And don't believe what you see on television.  These people aren't the good guys."  She looked directly into the camera.  "They're nothing but bottom feeders who belong in prison, not in some Lakeshore Drive mansion."

      “Bitch!” Romano shouted and snapped off the television.  His face was slightly flushed.  He stood, the pain in his chest momentarily constricting his movement. "What a bitch," he said.  His voice took on a high, singsongy falsetto.  “They belong in prison, not Lakeshore Drive mansions.”  His voice returned to its normal deep baritone. His cheeks were puffed out, his breathing labored from the simple act of being royally pissed off.

      "They have to talk tough," Gloria said.  "She just got a promotion and has to show her superiors how strong she's going to be.”

      Vincenzo looked at his wife.  She was still beautiful, he thought.  And smart, too. It was too bad they’d grown apart, but it happened – especially in his line of work.

      "Job or no job," he said.  "She's pushing it with that prison talk.”

      He looked at Gloria, but she was staring at the darkened television screen.  Sometimes, he forgot to dial things back for her.

      He was glad they never had children.  It was after a few years of marriage that they had learned it wouldn’t be a possibility.

      For awhile Gloria had been unhappy.  So he'd figured out how to keep her happy.  He bought her expensive jewelry, and eventually when he lost interest in her, he set her up with men like Big Paulie.

      Romano said, "You want some espresso?  I'm gonna make some."

      Gloria was still watching the screen.  Romano was perceptive enough to understand that no one appreciates hearing their husband labeled a petty criminal.

      "Gloria," he repeated.

      "No thanks," she said.  She didn't turn her head to look at him.
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      Loreli took Liam to her mother’s house.

      Walking in the front door to her childhood home made her feel like a child all over again.  She was ashamed.

      Loreli's mother brought a small plate with some cookies.  Her mother went to the refrigerator and poured some milk into a coffee cup for Liam.

      Loreli picked up a cookie and gave it to Liam.  She took one for herself, bit into it and sat back in her chair.  She looked around the small kitchen.  The cabinets were a light oak whose laminate was curling up at the edges.  The countertop was a faded yellow and showcased a plethora of scratches accumulated over the years. The linoleum floor was clean but well-worn enough to reveal traffic patterns from the sink to the fridge, to the living room.  The room was dominated by the table.  It was a dining room table, passed down to Loreli's mother from her mother.  The table was too big for the room, so Loreli's mother had pushed it into a corner.  There were two chairs - one for each exposed side.  The windows on one side of the table looked out onto the cramped backyard where a rusted grill sat next to the back corner of the house.  A clothesline stood in the middle of the yard, its thin cables empty.

      Loreli turned back from the window, watched her mother put away the bag of cookies into the cupboard.  Her mother was a rail-thin woman, with light brown hair and blue eyes.  She was in her late fifties, but looked more like early seventies. A look courtesy of years of hard drinking and hard living.  Those days were over, but their remnants were visible.

      Evelyn Carson worked as a clerk at the local WalMart, just a four-minute drive away.  She owned the house as well as her 1992 Oldsmobile Cutlass Sierra.  She made just enough at WalMart to cover both payments and still survive.  She had nothing that could help Loreli.

      Evelyn lived alone, and liked it that way. Loreli’s father had succumbed to cancer a long time ago.

      "Thanks for the cookies, Mom."

      "Yeah, Grandma,” Liam said, sporting a thick milk moustache.  “They're good."  He had come down from the excitement of playing video games and now looked exhausted.

      Evelyn turned to look at her daughter and grandson.

      "Why don't you spend the night?" she asked.  "We can get a pizza and watch a movie."

      "Frankenstein!" Liam shouted.  He loved horror films.  The more gruesome the better.

      Loreli rolled her eyes  "You've seen that ten times at least."

      "It gets better each time," Liam said and Loreli had to laugh.

      Loreli leaned toward Liam.  "Honey, how would you feel about spending the night with Grandma?"

      Loreli felt her mother's eyes upon her, but she continued looking at Liam.

      "Could I watch Frankenstein?"

      "I think so."

      Evelyn nodded.

      "What are you going to do, Mommy?" Liam asked.

      Loreli felt a cloud pass over her soul.  "I've got some errands to run tonight and some things to get done tomorrow.  How about if I pick you up tomorrow night?  Maybe I'll spend the night tomorrow.  We can have a slumber party!"

      Loreli risked a glance at her mother.  She read the look in Evelyn's eyes.  Loreli's mother had seen it all, and because of that, knew what she was seeing now.

      "Maybe I'll even get some Ben & Jerry's for the movie," Evelyn said.

      "Chubby Hubby!" Liam cried.

      "Chubby Hubby it is," Evelyn said.

      Liam polished off his cookie and took another from the plate.  Loreli felt the pressure ease from her shoulders and a coldness enter her stomach.  She stood, and walked past her mother.

      The living room of Evelyn Carson's home was a good size.  A hallway branched off at one end which led to the two bedrooms and one bathroom.  It was a small house, barely a thousand or so square feet, but it was all her mother needed.

      Right now, what Loreli needed was to make a call.  She walked outside and punched the number into her cell phone from memory.

      A voice answered on the other end of the phone.

      "Rhonda?" Loreli asked.  "I'm ready to do some freelance work."
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      “She’s gotta be a blonde,” Tommy said into his cell, which was a recently purchased burner phone.  Just one of many he’d picked up in anticipation of his move.  He sat in a wing chair that had violet upholstery with wide gold stripes.  His feet were up on the matching ottoman.  “Nah, doesn’t have to be real blonde.  But she's gotta have big knockers,” said Tommy.  “And she's gotta be skinny, know what I mean?"  He uncrossed his legs and itched his crotch.  Things were stirring down there.  "And she’s gotta be willing to do it all.  No job is too dirty, understand?”

      Tommy reached out to the small, dark cherry table next to the wing chair.  He picked up the bottle of brandy he'd ordered from room service and poured a small shot of it into a snifter.  He took a deep pull from the glass as he listened to the woman on the other end of the phone.  Tommy swirled the brandy around the inside of his mouth.  When the woman stopped talking, Tommy said, "You're not dealing with a rookie here, babe.  I want the best.  I know what the best will cost.  I can pay for the best.  You insult me with a question like that."

      This was phenomenal, Tommy thought.  This is what it must feel like to be Vincenzo Romano.   A big wheel.

      Tommy picked up the unlit cigar that was on the table next to the ashtray.  Tommy gave the woman on the end of the phone the hotel’s address and his room number.  He hung up the phone, grabbed the cigar, and bit off a small piece at the end.  He lit it, inhaled and then blew thick clouds of smoke at the ceiling.  For a while, he watched the smoke curlicue against the room’s ceiling.  This was going to be the greatest gig in the world.  Money for life.  A new name.  A new city.  And he wouldn't bother looking over his shoulder.

      Tommy marveled at the complacency of people.  That money had been there for the taking.  It was a giant plum just waiting to be plucked.  No one else had the balls to do it.  No one else had the gumption.  Tommy liked that word. No one else had the gumption to cross the big Vincenzo Romano.  The hell with them all, Tommy thought.  They could kiss his ass until it was soda-cracker white.

      He was going to be rich.

      And he was going to be happy.

      But first, he was going to get laid.

      Tommy smiled, a parting of his thick lips behind the thick haze of cigar smoke.  The thought of sex always made him smile, but not so long ago, he was sure it had been his downfall.
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        * * *

      

      Tommy Abrocci had never married.  He'd been engaged twice, but backed out both times.  He claimed he'd gotten cold feet, had joked to his buddies that he wasn't ready to be henpecked.  The truth was, he'd found out that his first fiancé had been cheating on him.  Some guy she’d met at college before she dropped out to have an abortion.  The guy was a jazz musician downtown.  Tommy had caught them in her apartment.  He'd shot the guy and dumped his body in the lake. Tommy'd given the asshole credit, though.  He'd never been scared.  In fact, he’d spit in Tommy's face.

      The girl he'd just scared to death. The truth was, he had really loved her and she’d broken his heart.  He didn’t want to kill her because deep down, and he had been so ashamed of this, he held out some small hope that she would come back to him.

      She never did.

      The second one was pretty with a killer body, but she had a nasty temper.  At first, Tommy had honestly thought that her outbursts were kind of cute.  A sign of real passion.  And the way she got so mad about the little things like forgetting to take the trash out and leaving his clothes lying around her bedroom floor.  It had been kind of cute.  Real, what do you call it, domestic?

      But as the relationship progressed, it started to wear on Tommy and after the first two days of wedding planning, he’d called it off.  The fact was, there was nothing cute about it.  She was just a total 100% bitch.

      Tommy had cursed his luck.  First a whore, then a psychotic bitch.

      Looking for a happy medium, Tommy had turned to the Internet.

      His favorite site became a place called thestonebone.com.  It was a singles place and Tommy had seemingly stumbled into a bunch of young girls looking for an older man.  One of them, who called herself "Mygirl329" had aggressively pursued Tommy.  She told him she was fifteen, but had the body of an 18-year-old.  She'd said the nastiest things to Tommy with such alacrity that he found it hard to believe she was only fifteen.

      But he decided to find out.

      "Mygirl329" had moved from Milwaukee just a few years back.  She had been in the eighth grade when the family made the move - a fact in which Tommy took great relish.  She said she came back with friends once in awhile.  They scheduled a meeting on one of those weekends.

      Tommy decided to meet her at a small pub where he could be sure no one would know him.  It was called the Lighthouse.

      They were to meet on a Saturday night.  If he managed to get "Mygirl329" back to his place, he wanted to take his time with her.  He showered, dressed, put on cologne, and filled his wallet with fresh one-hundred-dollar bills.  He was going to impress "Mygirl329" so much that she wouldn't stand a chance.  A young girl like this would be putty in his hands.  Literally.

      He rolled up to the pub in his freshly washed Beemer.  He entered the Lighthouse and waited, sipped a beer and studied the hopelessly cheesy nautical décor.

      When Mygirl329 showed up, she looked a lot older than she'd described.  Rather than fifteen, Tommy guessed she was probably around thirty.

      She looked a lot bigger, too.  Over the Internet, she’d said she was 5’5” and about a hundred pounds.  But the girl who slid into the booth was more like 6’ and at least 150.

      And Tommy also could have sworn that Mygirl329 had said she had black hair, not red and that her eyes were brown, not flaming green.

      Tommy was about to tell this woman that she had made a mistake, that he was meeting someone else here.

      “No, you’re not,” Mygirl329 said.

      She pulled out a card and slid it across the heavily lacquered table top.  It said Amanda Rierdon, FBI.  Tommy noted the address of Milwaukee FBI headquarters.

      Real cute.

      Amanda Rierdon then proceeded to tell Tommy that they had copies of all the transcripts between himself and Mygirl329 and that Tommy had committed a felony by trying to arrange sex with an underage girl.

      She had then told him that he would be going to prison for a long time unless he wore a wire around Vincenzo Romano.  Still shocked that there was no "Mygirl329" and that this giant she-devil had tricked him, he crumpled instantly.  It was no contest, anyway.  He couldn’t do prison.

      Tommy cursed his luck.

      And then he cursed the Internet.

      No one was who they claimed to be.
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        * * *

      

      Now, back at the Prescott Hotel, Tommy sipped from the cognac and smoked his cigar.  It was like that Grateful Dead song:  what a long strange trip it’s been.  Amen, brother.

      Tommy took an especially long pull from the cognac.  He was getting drunk, but not so much that he wouldn’t be able to perform.  He was feeling good.

      He had them all beat.  That was what in some ways felt like a miracle to him.  The FBI had busted him, all those agents all working so hard.  Romano and all his power, all his minions.  They’d all had their plans for Tommy Abrocci.

      But he’d outsmarted them all.

      He counted the money in the suitcase.  One million two hundred forty thousand dollars.  Tax free.  Chump change to Romano. A new, better life than the FBI could have provided.  Sure, he’d turn himself into the FBI and testify and take down Romano.  But the money would remain his little secret.  He knew how the witness protection program worked.  A new city, new identity.  But only so much cash.

      His way was better.

      He’d live off the FBI’s paycheck, and then use the $1.24 million as his fun money.

      Life was going to be great, he thought.

      All he needed now?

      A young blonde hooker.
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      Amanda Rierdon found Tommy Abrocci with the tried-and-true method so many amateur fugitives fell prey to:  traceable credit cards.  All of the credit cards held by Tommy Abrocci had been flagged by the Bureau's computer system.  Even the ones Abrocci thought the FBI knew nothing about.  But the fact was, he’d used a stolen card on one of his Internet forays and Amanda’s team had traced the card to a group that was stolen from a missing businessman.  So Tommy had been smart enough to book the hotel on a stolen credit card that had never been used since its acquisition, but it hadn’t mattered.

      The system used by the FBI for tracing stolen cards was similar to the systems used by the credit card companies themselves.  If a card was reported stolen, the minute it was used authorities were contacted and told exactly when and where and for how much the card had been swiped.  It was a simple process, really.  And seemingly obvious, but many felons found that out the hard way.

      Rierdon was at her desk, poring over transcripts of her interviews with Abrocci when the call came in.  She was angry, tired and frustrated.  The notes hadn’t given her any ideas she didn’t already have.  And it all reminded her what an absolutely shit of a human being went by the name of Tommy Abrocci.

      She was, however, slightly surprised by the turn of events.  She had figured Abrocci, although clearly stupid, was at least smarter than this.  If he had truly wanted to get away from the FBI, to disappear, the first thing he should have tried to do was to get a fake ID and then new credit cards under those false identities.  The FBI would have no record of those cards.  Unless, of course, they already knew about the identity.

      Amanda got over her surprise quickly enough, and found the humor in the situation.  Tommy Abrocci, fugitive from the FBI, running from one of the most feared mob bosses in the country, just ambles into the Prescott Hotel – Amanda saw on the printout she'd been handed – and starts running a tab. She chuckled at the idea.  It was one of the best parts of her job.  Wiping the smug expressions off of criminals’ faces.  She imagined Tommy was wearing a grin a mile wide right now. God, it was going to be fun and satisfying to throw his dumb ass into the can.

      Amanda realized she had to get a noose around Abrocci fast.  Even though it looked like he was settling in for the night at the Prescott, she wasn’t about to take any chances.

      She was just picking up the phone when Vawter walked in.  In his hand was a matching copy of the printout on her desk.  She groaned inwardly.  Here it comes.

      "Fortuitous," he said.

      "Let's hope so," she said.

      "It'd be a great way to ring in your promotion - bring down Vincenzo Romano, the elder statesman of the Milwaukee Mafia."  His grin was one-hundred-percent synthetic, as unnatural as a tattoo.

      "Something I can help you with, sir?" Rierdon asked, her best efforts to keep the sarcasm from her voice falling well short of their mark.

      "You lost Abrocci once, don't lose him again."

      "Care to detail how exactly I lost him the first time?  He bolted, but not while under surveillance."

      "Why not?”

      "Sir?"

      "Why wasn't he under surveillance?"

      "Put surveillance on a snitch?  Doesn't that defeat the purpose?"

      "It's been done before."

      "Purposely?"  The sarcasm was out in full force now.  She couldn't help it.  This guy was left over from the old boy system of the sixties and seventies.  Like grout on bathroom tile that just couldn't be removed no matter how much they scrubbed the public image of the Bureau.  You just have to rip the tile out at this point.

      “Why didn’t you bring him in sooner?” he asked.

      “We were about to.”

      “But…?” he said.

      “But nothing.  He was wrapping things up.  He had the final set of recordings he’d made and was ready to turn them over.  We were supposed to meet and he never showed.  The Romano compound looked like a wasp’s nest tipped upside down.”

      Vawter shook his head.  “What’d he do?”

      “No way of knowing until we bring him in.”

      Vawter nodded. "Good luck, Amanda," he said.  "A lot’s riding on this."

      "I'll try to remember that, sir," she said, but he had already slammed the door shut.

      "Screw you, too," she said.
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      Amanda was a fast, aggressive driver ignoring the first rule of driver’s safety:  never let your emotions affect your driving.

      In the front passenger seat was Rupert, who continually leaned his head back as Amanda yelled at traffic on his side of the car, as they usually sped by.

      Macaleer and Daniels sat in the back seat, quiet as church mice.

      "My grandmother died ten years ago," Amanda said.  “The day of the funeral, on the way to the cemetery, we drove about five miles an hour.  At the time I thought it was wonderfully appropriate seeing as how that’s how fast Grandma Dorothy drove when she was alive.”

      The three junior agents were intently studying traffic, trying not to bring the brunt of Rierdon's anger upon them.  “I just don't get it," she said.  "How stupid do you have to be to still not understand the difference between the slow lane and the fast lane?”

      Amanda Rierdon looked at the line of cars in front of her.  They represented a very small portion of the obstacles that were placed before her every day.  It was just like the Bureau.  You had the incompetent and the written-offs in the slow lane, mixed in with the young and inexperienced.  In the center lane, you had the up-and-comers who still had a ways to go, and you had the has-beens who were on their way down.

      And then you had the fast lane.  Where the superstars traveled, disobeying ordinary rules and regulations, comrades on the way to the top.

      Amanda's lane.

      “How did we track him down?” Rupert asked.  He asked tentatively.  Amanda hated reticence in a man.  It was so weak.

      “Excuse me,” Amanda said.  “Did you say ‘we?’”

      Rupert’s retort was to turn and look out the window.

      A car cut in front of them.  Amanda blasted the horn then swerved around him and blasted the horn again.

      “Okay, here’s the deal,” Amanda said, putting her hand back on the steering wheel. “He’s at the Prescott, as you all know.  Some uniforms are meeting us there, strictly as backup.  You’ve all had a chance to go over the logistics, the layout of the rooms and hallways.  We go in hard, we go in fast.  Macaleer, I want you covering the back.  Daniels, you watch the front.  Rupert and I will take him in his room.”

      Suddenly, she slammed on the brakes, nearly rear-ending the car in front of them.

      Amanda looked at the digital clock on the dashboard, then at Macaleer.  “That is, if we can get there before Abrocci retires to goddamn Florida.”
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      Vincenzo Romano stood stark naked in the middle of his bathroom.  The bright light made his skin look even more gray and unhealthy.  He looked at himself in the mirror.  He’d seen plenty of dead guys in his lifetime, and right now, he felt like he was seeing another one.

      He looked down.  His thick, gnarled feet stood in stark contrast to the white marble tile.  His toes were gray, the hair thick and black.  He could barely see them because his gut stuck out and blocked his view.  His entire body was round and curvy, thick with fat and lasagna, pesto and wine, biscotti and espresso.  Romano looked back up at the mirror.  He had never felt so fat, so old, so ugly.

      He tore his eyes away from his own body and looked around the room.  It was a huge master bath with a whirlpool, two pedestal sinks and a toilet with a bidet.  The walls were wallpapered with a Renaissance theme.

      Right now, the wallpaper, the tile, the beveled glass mirror, none of it pleased him, like it sometimes did.  He raised his large, heavy-featured face to the mirror.  A tear pooled at the corner of one eye.  A thin drop of nasal mucus appeared at the entrance to his left nostril, like a groundhog tentatively peeking his head out on February 2nd.

      Romano looked at his upper chest in the mirror.  The thick white bandage was still around his butchered torso, but he would have to remove it in order to wash himself.  Alone, his head dizzy with grief, he wished he could be anywhere else, wish he could wake up on a desert island and have his old body back.  He’d never really been all that lean, always thick and always solid.  But in his twenties, it was mostly muscle.  Now, the muscle had turned to fat.  He wished he could go have that body again, fly to some island in the Caribbean, swim in the saltwater and sit shirtless in the sun for a few hours.

      But instead, he was going to have to see the damage the surgeon had done to him.  His heart beat fast, his mouth was dry and his hands shook.

      He slowly reached up and found the seam where the bandage had been affixed. The tear sitting at the corner of his eye fell, streaking down his cheek like a downhill skier.  Romano ran his hand along the bandage until he came to the clasp.  It was a state-of-the-art bandage, with Velcro tabs.  He closed his eyes, couldn't bear to watch.  But then, at the last moment, he decided he'd rather watch than open his eyes and see the shocking visual of the scar, the one breast gone, the other man boob still hanging there.

      He would take it like a man, even though he no longer felt like one.

      The head of the Milwaukee mafia watched as the bandage fell away and landed on the marble floor, its reinforced edge karate-chopping the top of Romano’s foot. He didn't feel the pain.  Instead, he stood transfixed, looking at his image in the mirror.

      The scar was much smaller than he expected, a half-moon stitched directly beneath where his left breast used to be.  The scar wasn't bad at all.  He looked at it, fascinated.

      He focused on the one breast that remained.

      That was the one that hurt. He reached up and cupped his one remaining breast and tears now flowed from both eyes.  What a fool he’d been.  The question popped into his mind unbidden.  The solution had been there all along.

      Why hadn't he gotten a double mastectomy?

      The head of the Milwaukee Mafia hung his head and wept.

      Several minutes later, someone rapped on the bathroom door.  Romano sat on the toilet.  The toilet's lid was down and he was wearing his thick white bathrobe.  He stared at the tile on the floor, his eyes roving over the pattern, daydreaming, making his mind think about something else.

      The knock came again.

      "What?"

      "Phone call."  Romano recognized Falcone's voice.  "Says it's extremely important."

      Romano sighed and heaved himself to his feet.  He’d wiped his face and any sign of his tears were gone.  It was time to get back to business.  He’d had his private moment of shame, now it was time to put things right.

      Without leaving the bathroom, Romano stuck his hand through the opening of the door and retrieved the cell phone.

      "It's me."

      One never used names on the phone.  It had been like this all his life.  Worrying about the Feds, fearing new and better technology for eavesdropping.  He was just a businessman.  God, he hated the FBI.

      He listened to the voice on the other end of the phone.  It was a highly paid informant and at times like this, Romano took immense delight in the fact that money – the same money that came from crimes the FBI was trying to stop – could undermine the government’s very own people.  The voice spoke briefly, and then disconnected immediately after delivering the requisite information.

      Romano looked in the mirror.  The sixty-year-old man looking back at him was tired and nearly beaten.  But now he saw a gleam of fire in the eye, and he momentarily forget about the sacrilege that had been exercised on his torso.

      He punched in the number that he’d used many times before, but always with great caution.

      Romano heard Jack Cleveland's voice on the other end.

      “Yeah,” it said.

      “It’s me.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      "He's at the Prescott Hotel.  Room 914."

      “Okay.”

      When Romano heard the voice on the other end acknowledge the message, he disconnected immediately. Romano had the house swept regularly for bugs, and cell phones were notoriously hard to eavesdrop upon, but one never knew.

      Romano went to the giant whirlpool tub and started a hot bath.  He couldn't get the stitches wet, but he would try to relax.  He poured himself a tumbler of 20-year-old Scotch and sat on the edge of the tub, breathing in the steam from the hot water.

      His stress level was at an all-time high right now.  He'd been robbed, and who knew what Tommy Abrocci was doing?  He was probably running to the Feds, but Romano knew he would never make it.

      Jack Cleveland was going to kill him.

      For that, Romano raised his glass in a toast.

      "Here's to sending you straight to Hell, Tommy."

      He drank, and felt the warmth spread from his mouth, to his throat, down his chest and to his stomach.

      The pain around his upper torso momentarily disappeared.
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      One day, a coworker mentioned to Loreli that women tend to marry men like their fathers.

      The concept had rocked Loreli to her core.

      Because she realized that she had simply replaced her father with Ted.

      Ted the deadbeat.  Ted beat.

      She also realized that all of her boyfriends had been deadbeats.  Even though she'd met and known plenty of nice guys, she'd always found something wrong with them.  Some reason not to get involved with them.  They're too boring.  They're not exciting.  Too fat, short, skinny, stupid.

      That's what she'd told herself, anyway.

      Of course, she had understood it too late.

      Liam was two years old and Ted was out of her life.  Sort of.  He was gone most of the time.  But every once in awhile he'd come back.  And Loreli always let him in, both physically and metaphorically.

      That was what had really made her sit up and take notice.  Because it had reminded her of her own father’s infamous pattern of disappearing and reappearing on a whim.  Loreli’s father had often left them.  Abandoned them for days, weeks, even months at a time.  Her mother, a waitress at a truck stop, had stopped asking when he’d come back.  For the longest time, Loreli had believed what her mother said, basically that all men were shit.  A fact her mother often recounted night after night when it had just been the two of them, making ends meet.  Sitting in the living room, watching TV on the little black-and-white with the giant, bent rabbit ears that you had to adjust every time you watched a show on a different channel.

      Finally, for money, Loreli learned how to use her taut body and pretty face.  It wasn’t long before she was a hit at the topless bars.  The money was good, but not good enough.  Through the other dancers, Loreli learned of a woman, not a pimp, no one ever used the word pimp around here, who hooked up girls with white-collar johns.  Johns who paid extra for young, clean girls.  In fact, it was a girl in the psychology class who had approached Loreli about the business.

      Loreli had been reluctant, but then the girl had offered Loreli five hundred bucks to come to one of her jobs and watch.  Apparently, the guy liked to have a girl watch.  Loreli did, and it was the easiest money she’d ever made.  It was a little weird being there, and she was scared, but afterward, she knew she could do it.  She had always been good at turning her mind off.  About categorizing, and blocking and filing emotions away when she needed to.  There had been times at the dinner table growing up when she’d wanted to strangle her father but instead had smiled sweetly at him.  It was a good tool to have.

      She had financed her education that way, dancing and the occasional hooking job.  She tried to keep the hooking to a minimum, once or twice a month.  But it all depended on how good the dancing gigs were and how short on money she was.

      It had turned out to be enough, though.  She’d gotten her degree and taken some pre-law courses, hoping one day to be a lawyer.  But law school had intimidated her.  So she decided to take additional courses to get a job as a legal secretary, and then work her way into a paralegal job before going back to law school.  Law school had been too intimidating back then.  Holding down dancing jobs and raising a son.

      Besides, she had become disgusted with herself for hooking.  The dancing wasn’t bad.  A bunch of desperate men who half the time didn’t even pay attention to the girl’s dancing.  Most of them were torn between the pretty young thing grabbing her ankles on stage, and ESPN’s Sports Center on the television behind the bar.

      So she’d graduated, gotten a job at Ryson, Butters & Mahoney, and become a helluva legal secretary.  Enough so that she’d been able to get a little house.

      Her taste in men, though, hadn’t improved.  She went out with an attorney or two and found most of them were too busy checking themselves out in mirrors or trying to impress her with their Porsches.  So many of them were blatantly insulting to her.  The dimwit little secretary they expected to be so impressed with their money that she would immediately sleep with them.

      The fact was, most of the men she’d turned tricks for had shown her more respect than the lawyers she dated.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

        

      

    

    
      The exit came up suddenly and Loreli steered the Camry into the sharp curve.  The little car’s wheels squealed slightly and the body shuddered at the forces running through it.

      She made the curve and straightened the Camry out, then accelerated through the green light at the base of the small bluff overlooking the town.

      Loreli had been here once before.  She and Liam had needed a change of pace so they’d come here and found a nice park with a good play structure.  Loreli had chased Liam around the park and then they’d gone out for cheeseburgers and malts.

      Loreli checked the address on the slip of paper.  She passed coffee shops and bookstores, antique shops and furniture stores.

      She found the address and cruised slowly past the Prescott Hotel.

      She parked a block away and shut off the Camry.  The silence fell over her and she glanced into the rearview mirror.  Loreli dreaded what she was about to do.  Cursed her own stupidity for ever getting involved with deadbeat men. The only guys she’d ever date, if she ever dated again period, would have to be goddamned Eagle Scouts or priests.  Or former Eagle Scouts turned priests.

      Loreli looked at herself in the mirror again.  Well, she thought, that wouldn’t do.  The expression on her face was murderous.  She’d scare the john so badly he wouldn’t want to touch her.

      She forced herself to relax.  To put on her game face.  She had a job to do and by God she was going to do it right.  She took out her lipstick and applied a fresh coat.  She used her cream to make her skin look smooth and fresh.  These guys liked the women to look young.  Loreli appraised herself.  At twenty-five, she could easily pass for nineteen.  She was thin enough, her skin was smooth enough and she just had that look about her.

      Loreli opened the Camry door and stepped out.  She had on a short black mini-skirt, thigh highs with a black bra and black garters, and stiletto heels.  She wore a white shirt and a black blazer.  She looked more like a sharply dressed business woman than a part-time hooker.

      She took a deep breath and put on her game face.

      She went in, took the elevator to the 9th floor, then walked quietly down the plush carpet of the hallway.

      It was a nice hotel, that was a good sign.  Hopefully, this guy had money to burn.  Plenty of extra cash.  Maybe if she gave him the ride of his life he’d give her more than the $1500 he’d negotiated with her pimp.  Loreli figured that if she could take $2500 off him, that would be good.With the grim determination of a woman forced to endure sex she didn’t want, Loreli Carson made her right hand into a fist, reached up, and knocked firmly on the door of the Prescott Hotel’s Room 914.
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      In the end, it was a company called High Speed Access that made Jack agree to kill Tommy Abrocci.

      Ordinarily, even though he killed people for a living, he tried not to let money influence his thinking.  Yes, he did it for the money.  But he'd turned down lots of paying jobs before.  Never one that offered this much, but there'd been a few fat paychecks that he'd passed on, and the thing was, he'd never regretted any of those.

      The ones he'd declined either involved women or children, a cop, an innocent, or the person doing the hiring couldn't be trusted, or there wasn't time to do the job right.

      That's what was wrong with this one.

      The ultimate rush job.

      Jesus - get a call and whack a guy in an hour or two!  It was nuts.

      But Jack Cleveland was not only one of the most respected hit men known to the Milwaukee Mafia family, he was also a serious investor.

      And his portfolio was solid.  He was diversified, he was international as well as national, and he was a shrewd investor whose portfolio had beaten the S&P eight out of nine years.

      But the one thing he wanted more than anything was to invest not in the Internet itself, but in the companies that supported the Internet.  They were undervalued, not the high-profile darlings of Wall Street.

      Jack Cleveland identified with companies that did a great job without a great deal of fuss.

      Enter Lightning Speed Cable.  Based in Santa Clara, California, they were destined to become the preeminent source for the Internet.  They were prepared to ink deals with major cable television providers throughout the world.

      Jack knew this because he had a cousin who worked for the company and fed jack the information.  She thought Jack was a photocopier repairman who dallied in investing.

      But Jack knew he was onto something.  He'd done the research, found the company's history, financials, and the personal histories of its officers.  The stock was currently at $9 a share.  Jack knew it would easily double, if not triple, in a matter of months.

      And that's when Vincenzo Romano had called.  Jack's ordinary fee was a hundred grand.  But because of the rush job, he'd asked for two-fifty.  Romano had agreed.  Instantly.

      Two hundred and fifty grand.  Minus Betty's share of fifty thousand.  That left two hundred grand, or nearly twenty-two thousand shares of Lightning Speed Access.  If the stock doubled, or even tripled, Jack might sell, retire, and play golf in some backwater course in Jamaica for the rest of his life.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jack turned into the used bookstore two blocks away from the Prescott Hotel. Jack's eyes roved the shelves as he walked, picking out his favorite authors.

      He walked through the fiction aisle, past history until he got to the biography section.  There, he turned and walked to the middle of the aisle, where he found Betty perusing a thick tome on Eisenhower.

      "I like Ike," Jack said.

      "All you military types stick together."

      Jack took Betty in:  she was wearing a chic Armani business suit with a camel  hair overcoat.  Black leather shoe boots.  A sleek Coach briefcase was slung over her shoulder.  Tasteful diamond earrings.  The very picture of a successful businesswoman.

      A dramatic difference from the scared 16-year-old he'd found in the apartment of a man who'd dared to steal from Vincenzo Romano.  Jack, of course, killed him, and then helped the young girl who the man had been holding hostage both physically and psychologically.

      Betty slid the Eisenhower bio back on the shelf.  "What's the game plan, Jack?"

      Jack's eyes roamed the biographies.  It had been awhile since he'd read a good biography.

      He turned and faced Betty.

      "Have you ever done improv?"
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      “Come in, come in.”

      Loreli watched as the man’s eyes ran up and down her body.

      “What’s your name?” he asked, shutting the door behind her.

      “Loreli,” she said.  "Did Rhonda tell you how this works?"

      The man said to her.  “Look, I’ve done this a few times before.  I know how it works.”  He reached into the inside pocket of his suit coat and pulled out a slim black wallet.  From it, he counted out fifteen one-hundred-dollar bills.

      Loreli took the money and put it in her purse.  “Okay,” she said.

      There was an art form to detaching.  Sometimes Loreli used different images to accomplish the task.  In the past, she pictured a big switch in her brain.  It was an on/off switch.  Usually, when the john was either undressing himself or undressing her, that was when she mentally reached up and turned the switch to off.  In those cases, she didn't imagine a happy place.  She didn't whisk herself away on the wings of her imagination.  She just turned it off.  Her mind, her being, her body, became the spiritual equivalent of beige.  If there was an EKG machine hooked up, the needles would be flatlined.  The graph would go from the normal spikes into just one long impulseless being.

      Loreli did that now.  The big Italian was on top of her.  She closed her mind, then opened her body.

      It didn't take very long.

      Loreli was so far away that she almost didn't notice when he finished.  She had turned everything off, except for that small part of her that automatically made the right noises and the right body movements.  But that was it.  They were on autopilot and she almost forgot to shift gears to the next part of it.  The Italian flopped onto the bed next to her and looked into her face.

      "That was great," she said.  She was gambling, too much flattery and some get suspicious.  But her instinct told her that he wasn't the type.  She was working for a tip.

      The Italian stood up, crossed the room, and when he came out, he had on a bathrobe and was carrying the small ice bucket.

      "When I come back, I want to go again?"

      "Okay," Loreli said.  “But that will be extra.”

      “No problem, babe,” he answered.  “Today’s your lucky day.”

      He left for a minute or two.  He came back in, put the ice bucket in the bathroom, and returned, sans the bathrobe.

      Loreli looked at it.  Had he toweled himself off?  Something was off.

      He stood before her.

      Loreli looked up at the big Italian's face.

      He looked the same.  Same hair.  Same big lips.  Same dumb eyes.  No, the eyes were different.  They were the same, yes.  But now that little gleam was gone.  That little verminous glint to them.

      What had happened here?

      She didn't know.

      And then the sounds in the next room started.  Someone had started having sex.  Loud, violent sex.

      "Wha…?" the Italian said.  There was a loud crashing sound from next door.

      "Shut up!" the Italian yelled.  His face was now flushed, frustrated.

      The reply was muffled, but Loreli clearly heard a fair amount of anger in it.

      A look of rage passed over the Italian's face.  From next door, the sound of sex continued.  Loreli watched as her john called the front desk.  Moments later, she heard the phone ring next door.  The sound stopped.  Then, moments later, it started again.

      "Goddamnit," the Italian said.  He pounded on the wall.  "Shut the goddamn hell up!" he yelled.

      The reply was equally rude.  This time, the Italian's face became beet red.  He went to the closet, cursing under his breath, and reached into his suit.  Loreli sat up.  Her breath went out of her.

      There was a gun in his hand.  He stalked from the room.

      Loreli quickly got dressed, then went to the closet where her shirt was hanging.  She slipped it on, was buttoning it up when she spied the suitcase at the bottom of the closet.  This was a bad situation, she told herself, no point in making it any worse.  The nutjob had a gun.  No amount of money was going to make her stay in the room now.  She was no good to Liam dead.

      She buttoned the last button of the shirt and reached for her purse.  But then, for reasons unbeknownst to even her, she ripped open the zipper of the suitcase.

      For the second time, her breath went out of her.
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      The man threw the woman against the wall.

      A few feet away above a stained wing chair, a painting of a pheasant taking flight crashed to the floor.  The glass spiderwebbed.  A few small shards dropped onto the spotted beige carpet.

      The woman, momentarily stunned, stared blankly at the man.  She had large almond eyes, full lips, and a narrow face with a sharp nose.  Though her skin was chocolate brown, there were dark circles visible beneath her eyes.  She raised a hand to her mouth.  Began to smile.  Her hand fell away as she bent forward.  Her mouth hung open in a crazy, crooked grin.

      And then she burst out laughing.

      Her body shook as her laughter began to crescendo.  It was a deep, throaty sound.  She gasped for air.  Her legs quivered.  The veins in her neck jutted out.  She pointed a finger at the man.

      The man was tall and white.  At least an inch or two over six feet.  He had a strong face, with a heavy jaw and sandy brown hair.  He was  shirtless, with a patch of light hair in the middle of his stark white chest.  He was thin, but with a kind of ropy musculature.  He wore a pair of glasses with tinted lenses.  In the harsh lights of the hotel room, they had a burgundy tint.

      He watched the woman, a lopsided grin on his face.  He reached out to the night table beside the bed where a bottle of Absolut Vodka sat.  He picked it up, held it to his mouth, took a long pull.  As the woman's hysterical laughter continued, the smile left his face.  He lowered the bottle, reared back, and threw it at the woman.  She ducked, just as the bottle crashed into the wall over her head.  Her mouth formed a silent "O" and then she was consumed with another wave of convulsive laughter.  She put her hands on the edge of the small desk next to the wing chair.

      From the room next door came a coarse shout and someone pounded on the wall.  Neither the man nor the woman seemed to notice.

      The man opened the drawer to the night table and took out a Bible.  He threw it at the woman.  It missed her by three feet, crashed into the wall.  "I'm throwin' the book at you," he said.  The woman sank to her knees with laughter.

      From the other side of the wall came another pounding noise.  A muffled voice shouted, "Shut up!” and then the phone rang.

      The man answered the phone with a "Yes?"  He listened patiently, nodded.  "We certainly will," he said.

      He hung the phone up and walked back to the woman.  "Front desk," he said.  The woman nodded as the man threw her against the wall.  She crashed into it and a small dent appeared in the thin drywall.

      "Shut the goddamn hell up!"  the voice from the other room yelled.

      The man with the burgundy glasses laughed.  "I can't help it if your Mom's a screamer!" he yelled at the wall.

      The sound of a door being thrown open echoed in the hallway.  The man with the glasses looked at the door as a fist pounded.

      "I'm kinda busy here!" he called out.

      A voice responded.  "Open the goddamned door!"

      The woman looked back at the man and he gestured with his head and she moved quickly to the door.  She grabbed the handle, looked back at the man.  He stood in the middle of the room, facing the door squarely.  He nodded to her.

      She opened the door and stepped back.  A heavyset man stood in the doorway.  He had dark hair, olive skin and dark eyes.  His face was thick and fleshy with big lips and a bulbous nose.  His hair was slicked back, his wide mouth slightly agape.

      He wore a bathrobe.  It was open at the collar, revealing thick black hair. His right hand was down, pressed against his right leg.  He slowly raised it.  The gun in his hand was nickel-plated.  He raised it and pressed the muzzle against the black woman's forehead.

      "Move back," he said.  His words came slow and thick, as if he wasn't used to talking, let alone being in charge of a room.

      She walked backwards into the room.  The man in the bathrobe stepped into the room, pulling the door shut behind him.

      "Oh shit," the man with the glasses said.  His face had gone pale.

      The man with the glasses tried unsuccessfully to stop his hands from shaking.  "Look," he said,  "I was just partying.  I had a great day at the casinos and was...splurging.  I didn't mean to-"

      "Say that about my mother?" the dark-haired man said.  "Did you think that was funny?"

      The man’s lips began to quiver.  "I'm drunk.  She's not my wife.  She's a whore I picked up."  His voice had risen.  Become almost squeaky.  "Please," he said.  "This has just gotten out of hand.  Let me go.  Just let me go."

      The man in the bathrobe smirked.  "Oh, you want me to let you go, huh?" His smile was wide.  "You must think I’m pretty stupid."

      "I'm sorry," the man in the glasses started to say.  "Please don't tell my wife."

      The man in the bathrobe laughed.  Imitated the man in the glasses, his voice singsongy with sarcasm.  "Don't tell my wife."  He laughed, a deep baritone.  The smile quickly fell from his face.  His eyes glowered beneath thick eyebrows.  He shook his head sadly.  "Thinking you're a big man."  He pressed the muzzle of the gun hard enough against the black woman's head to make it snap back.  "She's a…a whore.  Probably does ten guys a day."

      "Yeah," the woman said.  "But I'm good at it."  She backed away from the man in the bathrobe.

      "Where are you going-" he started to ask.

      The black woman slowly raised her arms over her head.  She began to move her hips.  Slowly, sensuously.  The cocoa skin was firm and taut.  She smiled.  Her teeth were a dazzling white.

      "You better stop," the dark-haired man said.  His voice sounded husky.  Suddenly, it had a rasp to it, but not an ounce of conviction.

      The man in glasses had stopped blubbering and now watched the black woman as well.

      "Stop," the man in the bathrobe said.  His voice was nearly inaudible.  His eyes bore into the black woman's body.

      She looked back at the dark-haired man.  "Why don't you come here and do me right now?" she said.  "He was lousy.  But you…"  She let her eyes linger on the big man.  "You look like a man who knows what to do."

      The dark-haired man licked his lips.  Sweat had broken out along his forehead.

      "Come over here." Her voice was sultry, jagged.  "Do it.  I want it.  Now."

      The man in the bathrobe took in the sight before him.  His mouth had opened even farther, his face seemed to sag.  Slowly, he lowered his gun.  His nostrils flared as he watched the black woman.

      The man in the bathrobe took a step toward the black woman.  Casually, as if he was doing something completely mundane, the man in the glasses brought up his own gun.  It was a smooth, effortless motion.  He pointed it at the big man in the bathrobe.

      “Good-bye, Mr. Abrocci,” the man in the glasses said.

      He fired twice.

      The man in the bathrobe looked down at his chest where two neat holes appeared directly over his heart.  He could see the holes in the soft white terrycloth.  And looking down, he could see the blood streaming against the white softness below.  He looked stupidly toward the man in the glasses.  Noted the gun.  A small one with a large silencer at the end.  A professional's gun.  He watched the man with the glasses raise the gun again.  He saw the man’s finger tighten around the trigger.

      Jack Cleveland picked a spot on the center of the Italian’s forehead.

      And then Abrocci was dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

        

      

    

    
      Loreli heard voices in the next room.  She was frozen.  There were stacks and stacks of money in the suitcase.  She thought for a moment that it might be fake.  As if the Italian liked to travel with a suitcase full of Monopoly money.  She grabbed one of the little packets and held it up to her face.  No, it was real.  It was a twenty.  Used.

      There was low talking in the room next door.

      Her heart was pounding inside her.

      She had to go.

      She put the money back.

      Loreli thought again that she was no good to Liam dead.  She stood and that's when she heard the two angry spits from the next room.

      Her heart stopped.

      Her breath caught in her throat.

      The sound took her back a few years.  Liam’s father had been a gun nut of sorts.  He’d fooled around with all kinds of weapons.  Liked to strut around their apartment like he was John Wayne or something.  Once, he’d showed her a small handgun with a silencer.  They'd gone out to a state forest once and he'd shot beer cans with it, or more accurately, attempted to shoot beer cans.  He could only hit them when he was about five feet away.  Now, Loreli remembered the sounds the gun had made.  Remembered them vividly.

      It wasn't the quiet sounds you saw and heard on television or at the movies, it was more like the sound of a Chihuahua with a sore throat barking.

      Now, in the hotel room, the sound reverberated in her memory.  The Italian was dead.  He'd taken a gun, yes, but no silencer.  And he'd only had on his bathrobe.  Doubtful there was a silencer in the pocket of his bathrobe.  So, the Italian hadn't been shooting.

      The Italian was dead.  And she knew that no one with a silencer would shoot to wound.  Cops would shoot to wound.  But cops didn't use silencers.  Crooked cops, maybe.  But not real cops.  Not the good guys.  The bad guys used silencers.  And they used silencers for one reason and one reason only.

      To get away with murder.

      She knew she had to run.  She knew she would be next if the killer came into the room looking for the money.  Her brain screamed at her to run.  Instead, she looked again at the money in the suitcase.  The sight of all that cash took her breath away, and as if she'd opened Pandora's Box.  The killer probably had no idea she was here.  Which would mean that he might come in here expecting the room to be empty.  And he would have to kill her, of course, because hired killers generally didn't like leaving a lot of people around who could identify them.

      All of these thoughts flashed through Loreli's mind in a brief instant, and they all added up to one decisive conclusion.  She needed the money for Liam.  For his freedom.  Loreli grabbed the suitcase, opened the door quietly, and made a beeline for the back stairs.

      Loreli shut the door silently and raced down the hallway soundlessly.  She got to the door at the end of the hallway and opened it silently.  Not until it was closed did she step into the stairs.  Her stiletto heels click clacked on the grimy cement steps.  She twisted around a stairwell and her ankle nearly rolled over.  Her breath came in ragged gasps.  Her mind alternately fought between running back upstairs and chucking the suitcase back in the room, or to just keep running.  Whoever killed the Italian bastard was probably in the room right now, looking for the precious item of luggage that was now gripped in her rapidly sweating palm.

      She reached the bottom stair and gripped the exit door.  She was about to throw it open when she forced herself to stop.  She couldn’t very well run across the parking lot with a suitcase.  If anyone was out here, they’d remember her.  She stood still for a second, sure that at any second she was going to hear a door bang open upstairs and then footsteps coming down to get her.

      She set the suitcase down, reached up and pulled her hair together in a ponytail.  She dug a clip from her skirt pocket and pinched it together, then tucked the length of the tail inside her shirt.  There was nothing she could do about its color, and there was nothing she could do about her clothes.  She buttoned her shirt up to her neck and then slipped off her high heels and held them loosely by the strap.

      It would have to do for now.

      She steeled herself, picked up the suitcase and walked out into the parking lot.  One foot in front of the other she went.  Her Toyota Camry was in the middle of the lot.  She walked slowly.  Purposefully.  Neither hiding her face nor advertising it.  She wanted to look like any other hotel guest who’d spent the night and was now walking out to her car.

      Suddenly, from behind her came the sound of a door banging against the wall as it was thrown open from inside.

      She stopped.

      This was it.  One desperate greedy move had now left her son without a mother.  His father was as good as dead anyway.  She turned to face her executioner.

      “Good morning,” the man said.

      Loreli took in the man.  Near fifty, Hispanic, with a stained white apron and a bag of garbage.

      Her mouth moved but no sound came out.  The man turned and walked to the alley then turned left.  A few seconds later, she heard the sound of a dumpster door being thrown open.

      She turned and walked to the Camry. Her heart was threatening to blow open her chest.  Her throat was dry and tears were coming to her eyes.  Don’t lose it now, Loreli, she told herself.

      She put the key into the lock, or tried to.  Her hand was shaking and it took her three tries to get it in.  The trunk popped open and she threw the suitcase in.  She was about to shut the door when something caught her eye.  She reached in and pulled out the Milwaukee Brewers baseball cap that her son had gotten at the game.  She put it on, then went around to the driver’s side and got in.

      The Camry started on the first try and she pulled out of the parking lot.

      It was hard for her to get her mind straight.  Suddenly, away from the hotel, it sunk in that a man had just been killed.  Images of the police, of bloodstained carpet, of sirens and screaming filled her head.  She wanted to pull over and sit and think, but she knew that was out of the question.  She took two more lefts then gunned the car forward.  Already, the hotel was more than a mile away.  If someone was following her, they were staying way back, because she could see all the way down the street and there were no other cars coming in the same direction.

      Slowly, she let the rational part of her brain take control.  It was a feat she had had to master.  Turn off the emotion.  Like when she’d slept with her first client.  That had been bad.  He’d been slapping her ass, calling her names.  Deep down, she hated it.  But she turned off her mind.  She retreated inside herself to the place where she kept her strategies, her logic.  No one could touch her in there.  No one could control her in there.  And that’s where she went now.

      Number one.  There was no trace of her in that room.  She’d left with everything she’d brought.  Her small purse and her clothes.  That was it.  There was nothing in that hotel room they could trace to her.  No blood on the sheets, not even any hair in the shower.  She hadn’t drank from a glass and as far as she could remember, she hadn’t even touched any of the doorknobs.  The closet had had a rectangular latch.  Not a whole lot to get a print from.

      So, no trace of her in the room.

      That left only two people.

      One:  The big guy.

      Two: Her pimp, AKA Big Rhonda.

      A force to be reckoned with, certainly.  But she wasn’t omniscient.  There would be no mention of the money in the newspapers.  This was drug money.  Or stolen money.  Or whatever kind of money the mob guys carried around.  It wasn’t known to the IRS, that’s for sure.  She was positive there would be no mention of the money.  The murder would get plenty of press coverage, though.  Loreli was glad for that.  She would be able to follow the case and learn a thing or two just like everyone else.

      She would lie to Big Rhonda.  She’d done the Italian and left, money in hand.  Whoever killed him must have come after she’d left.  Simple as that.  She would give Rhonda the typical amount after a job and wouldn’t say anything else.  Rhonda was tough.  But she couldn’t intimidate Loreli.

      There was a part of her that was threatening to lose it; to go absolutely bonkers over what was happening.  Turning a trick.  Then the john being murdered.  Stealing a suitcase full of money.

      Keep it together, she told herself.  Just get Liam back and then cool off, figure out what to do later.

      She had to be strong.

      Besides, as she looked in the mirror to will herself strength, she noticed that she was being followed.

      And suddenly she knew she was in trouble.
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      Tommy couldn’t stop thinking about the hooker.  She'd been a good one.  High-class.  Long blond hair.  Taut, suntanned body.

      He'd had her every which way before sending in his twin brother.

      He congratulated himself again on the genius of his little charade.  As boys, he and his twin brother Dominic had constantly played tricks on friends and babysitters.  It'd been a shame when they'd been split up during the messy divorce when they were six years old.  Dominic forced to stay in Pittsburgh, Tommy taken to Milwaukee.

      Tommy got off the bed in Room 916, went back to the adjoining bathroom, and listened.  It had been a clever move on his part, booking a double room so that he and Dominic could both do the hooker and not get charged double.  Sure, he had a suitcase full of money, but he was still very frugal at heart.  He stifled a giggle.

      It had only been fifteen minutes or so, but Tommy figured that was more than enough time. Besides, Tommy wasn't comfortable being apart from the money for much longer.  But in order to trick the hooker, he'd had to leave the suitcase in the room.  But he wasn't worried.  It was only fifteen minutes.  And the hooker, well, Tommy figured Dominic could keep her busy for at least fifteen minutes.

      He listened, but didn’t hear anything.  He opened the door and stepped inside.  The silence continued.  The door shut behind him.

      "Dominic?"

      Silence.

      Tommy reached around behind his jacket and pulled out a .38.  He jacked a round into the chamber.

      "Dominic?  Where are you?"

      Tommy's eyes took in the room.  The sheets were rumpled.  A pillow lay in the middle of one bed.  There was some loose change on the dresser.  Tommy moved silently to the edge of the door.  He listened closely, standing just out of sight, then whirled around, gun pointed at chest height.

      The room was empty.

      He went back into the bathroom.  A shaving kit sat on the bathroom counter.  Water dripped slowly from the faucet.  A damp towel was on the floor.  Someone had showered after Tommy left the room.  Had it been Dominic or the whore?

      "Shit!"  Tommy hurried back out to the main part of the room.  He looked around.  Had Dominic paid the hooker and then taken off himself?  But where?  Did he leave with the hooker and go out the back way?  Down the steps?  And if so, why?

      Tommy stood in the room.  Frozen.  And then his heart leapt to his throat, his stomach clenched.

      He raced to the closet, threw open the door.

      Gone.

      The suitcase was gone.

      Tommy felt a chill run through his belly.  Could Dominic have taken the suitcase?  No.  It wasn't even a remote possibility.  The dumb bastard had no idea what his brother was doing.  Didn't even know what was in it or why it was important.  The hooker?  No way.  He'd chosen one at random.  There was no way his boss could've gotten wind of where he was.  If he had, Tommy would be dead.  Vincenzo Romano would never hire someone to steal the suitcase from a rat.  He'd have the rat squashed and then the suitcase taken.

      Tommy let out a slow breath, tried to gather himself.  His lungs were still exhaling when the phone rang.

      Tommy snatched the receiver quickly. "Dominic?"

      "Hello," the voice said.  "This is the front desk."

      Tommy cursed under his breath.  "Yeah?"

      "I just wanted to check and make sure the disturbance next door was taken care of to your satisfaction, Mr. Abrocci."

      The wheels in Tommy's mind turned quickly.  He seemed to see the picture developing before him.

      "Yes, yes, that was room number..." he said.

      "912," the man at the front desk said.  "We called there after you complained and the party agreed to quiet down.  I hope your stay was not diminished in any way."

      "No," said Tommy.  "It was fine."  He hung up the phone as the front desk was still in the process of saying good-bye.

      Tommy opened the door to his room and peeked out in the hallway.  It was empty.  He held the gun down by his side and quietly stepped in front of Room 912.  Nothing.

      He knocked gently on the door, scanned the hallway.  Still nothing.  He tried the door, but it was locked.  Adrenaline coursed through Tommy's veins.  Something had happened to his brother.  The extremely important contents of his suitcase were gone.  The likes of which if put into the wrong hands, would guarantee his death.  And the answer was somewhere on the other side of a hotel door.

      Tommy slipped the gun into his coat pocket.  He placed both hands on the door handle and reefed.  He heard a splintering from within.  He relaxed, checked the hallway.  Still empty.  He placed his weight in his shoulders and slammed down on the door handle.  Another crack.  He turned the handle until he was sure the catch was free.  He put his shoulder to the door and slammed against it.  The door gave but remained in place.  Down the hall, he heard a door handle begin to turn.  Tommy slipped into his own room and waited.  Footsteps passed by, and a few seconds later, he heard the ding of the elevator.  He stepped back out and pulled on the door handle again.  Finally, his blood boiling, he stepped back and kicked the door as hard as he could.  The handle sagged and he kicked again.  This time, the door swung open.

      Tommy's breath went out of him like he'd been kicked as hard as he'd kicked the door.

      Dominic was on the ugly beige carpet, a menacing pool of blood spread around him.  The room was empty.  Tommy went to his brother and turned him over.  He took in the sight of his brother's blood-stained robe, the ugly hole in the middle of his forehead, the two wounds to his chest.  The dull blank stare, not entirely different than the look that was there when the poor bastard was alive.

      Tommy's hands were shaking as he turned his brother back over.  He sank to his knees and slumped his shoulders, his gun hanging loosely from his hand.

      Tommy thought then of the early years, when he and Dominic were kids in Philadelphia and it became apparent to everyone that Dominic was slow.  During those years, Tommy had protected him from the other neighborhood kids who, being kids, targeted anyone who was different and heaped abuse.  Tommy, when he wasn't picking on Dominic himself, protected his brother.  It had been a full-time job.

      And now, not only had he failed to protect him, he'd gotten him killed.

      No!  That wasn't true!  Tommy shook his head.  Admittedly, trying to trick the hooker might not have been the greatest idea in the world.  Saving a grand was probably stupid considering he had a half-mil in a suitcase.  But it was just a joke, really, nothing major.

      It was the hooker's fault.  It had to be her.  There was no way Romano could have found him.  No one knew where he was.  Sure, he'd used his stolen credit card, knowing that Rierdon could probably use it to track him down.  But there was no way Romano could have gotten the same information.  And there was absolutely no way Romano could have beaten Rierdon to the punch.

      It was the hooker.

      She was a smart one, all right.  She must have sent Dominic to the bathroom.  Maybe to start the shower.  Or maybe Dominic went in there to take a shit or something.  And when he was gone, the hooker had snooped.  She'd probably found the suitcase, then gotten a gun, probably hidden in her purse, and blasted Dominic when he came back out.

      But how did she get him into the next room?  And why?

      Tommy thought about that.

      It didn't make sense, but there had to be a reason.  What if the hooker was working with someone else?  Maybe her pimp had been in the next room and the hooker had sent Dominic over there.

      That might be it.

      Tommy's mind cycled through the possibilities.  He wasn't sure how it had happened, but he knew one thing:  the hooker had killed his brother.

      She was going to die.

      He slipped back out of the room, paused at the door to take out his handkerchief and wipe the handle clean of any prints.  Tommy went back into his room, picked up his other suitcase and left via the back stairway.

      He walked quickly across the parking lot to his rented Cadillac, threw the bag in the trunk.

      As he drove with no destination in mind, the images rolled through his mind.  The scenarios, possibilities and dead-ends played out in his mind like previews before the feature film.

      He pulled to the curb and dug through his wallet for a phone number and address then brought out his gun.  He made sure the magazine was full and there was a round in the chamber.

      Cocked and locked.
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      Jack Cleveland looked down at the dead body on the carpet.

      He felt no remorse.  He simply saw a contract fulfilled.

      Or at least, the first part of a contract fulfilled.

      Jack quickly buttoned his shirt and watched Betty put on her blue jeans.  Her hands were steady and she didn't rush.  She moved with no wasted motion.  The reason he trusted her, was impressed with her, was because of the bookie in LA

      The bookie's name was Croghley and he'd burned down his own bar, which was just an IRS dodge, and taken all of his money to LA.  Unfortunately for him, some of that money belonged to Romano, so the mob boss had sent Jack after him.

      In three days, Jack had tracked him down.  Croghley had moved in with a group of swingers high in the Hollywood Hills.  The problem was that Croghley, as crazy as he was to think he could get away from Vincenzo Romano, was also extremely paranoid.  Naturally, he had every right to be.  But Croghley never left the house of the swingers.  It was a commune really, with no fewer than a dozen people there at any given time.

      So Jack had subcontracted Betty and they’d taken the only recourse they were given:  they posed as swingers, got in and Betty took their target into a special S&M room where the swingers found him the next morning, strung up like an obscene piñata.

      Jack was glad he’d brought Betty in on this job to take out Tommy Abrocci. It wasn’t his preferred method of working, but the job had come on such short notice that he’d decided he’d needed help.  Normally, he would have taken several days, scoped everything out, then come up with a plan.  But orders had been clear.  This was an immediate disposal.  NTTFA.  No time to fool around.

      Getting into Abrocci’s room would have been difficult.  Phony room service, maid service, the usual tactics wouldn’t have worked.  Abrocci was a wiseguy.  He knew the usual drill.  So they’d gotten creative.

      Jack zipped up, put on his shoes and crossed the room quickly.  He went through Abrocci’s pockets.  Keys.  A wallet.  A room key card.  Jack grabbed the card.   And then he heard something.

      He stood stock still, listening.

      Across the room, Betty was wiping off fingerprints.  She looked up at him, sensed his sudden tension.

      “What?” she said.

      It had come from the stairwell, Jack thought.  He paused, closed his eyes so his brain could focus on what he was hearing.  Was it footsteps?  Maybe.  And maybe, faintly, the sound of another door closing.

      Jack quietly opened the door and stepped into the hall.  It was empty.  How much time had passed since he’d drilled Abrocci?  A minute?  Minute and a half?  Somewhere around there, he figured.

      He took out the first key card.  Tried it in Room  914.  It was the room from which Abrocci had just come.

      Jack turned the handle and the lock slid back.

      Jack looked down the hallway.  No one in sight.  His gun was in his hand, held tightly against his leg.

      He quickly opened the door and stepped inside, his back flat against the wall.

      He moved without making a sound past the bathroom and peeked around the corner.

      The room was empty.

      In five short seconds, he’d already seen what he needed to see:  the closet was empty.  The messed up bed, the empty bathroom.  There were several glasses on one of the night tables.  The room service books had been opened and were askew on the small writing desk in the corner.  From the bathroom, he could hear the faucet dripping.

      Jack took a quick peek under each bed, already knowing he wouldn’t find anything.

      His nose detected the scent of Abrocci’s cologne, and a lighter, sweeter smell.  He savored the smell like a fine wine.  Was it fresh?  Was it the smell of the room?  Of the sheets?  Of the maids?

      It was a woman’s perfume, Jack was convinced of that.

      Had Abrocci gotten a woman into his room?

      "Shit," Jack said.  Had something been going on in Room 914?  He would have liked to have staked it out for longer than he did, but it was a rush job.  Jack cursed again.  He should never take rush jobs, as tempting as they are and as lucrative as they are.

      Jack went back to the door and stood inside the room, listening.  From down the hall came footsteps.  He listened, heard the footsteps stop, then someone fumbling for the key card.  Moments later, a door opened and closed.  As soon as the door closed, Jack opened his.

      He stepped into the hallway, then went to 912.  Betty was waiting, her gun drawn, pointing at Jack's chest.  When she saw him, she slowly lowered it.

      Jack shook his head.

      He went to the window and tried to get a glimpse of the parking lot, but he was on the wrong side.  He took out his key card, wiped it down and tossed it on the bed, then looked up at Betty.

      “He isn’t going to be happy,” he said.
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      Loreli drove the Camry and four cars behind was the Taurus she had noticed minutes before.  She'd even gotten a glimpse of the Taurus' driver: a curly-haired man with glasses.

      "Goddamnit!" Loreli said.  She looked in the rearview mirror again.  The Taurus was still there.  Loreli slammed on the brakes, nearly rear-ending the car in front of her.  She swerved around the offending vehicle, almost clipping its bumper in the process.

      Loreli gunned the Camry and she shot down a side street before spilling out into heavy traffic.  She gave the Camry gas, but the car's little engine was no match for the Taurus'.  From the look of it, her tail was having no trouble staying with her.

      Loreli passed a pickup truck, raced past a minivan and ran a red light.  The last thing she needed was to get pulled over now.  That thought calmed her, forced her to concentrate.  She looked into the rearview mirror.  The Taurus was still there.

      If he was after her, why wasn't he racing up to her? Slamming into her?  Running her off the road?

      They passed quickly through downtown and soon signs for the freeway began to appear, pointing the way back to Milwaukee.  Milwaukee, which was about a thirty-five minute drive.  Shorter if she ignored the speed limit.

      The last exit came up and Loreli took it.  Loreli saw in her rearview mirror a pickup blaze past the Taurus and cut in front of him.  There were now four cars between the Taurus and the Camry.

      The entrance ramp to the freeway was clogged with traffic.  A hundred yards up, the ramp curved severely, and as the cars ahead rounded the curve, they were briefly blocked from view of the cars behind.

      Loreli gritted her teeth.  Up until now, she'd felt paralyzed with fear.  Absolutely dumbstruck by the mess she'd gotten herself into.  But now, now there was a chance for her to actually do something.

      With a grunt, she jerked the wheel sharply to the left and the Camry jumped over the curb of the entrance ramp.  A low ditch ran alongside it, then back up again to a service road.  Her heart was in her throat.  The ditch was deep and angled.  If she got stuck in there…she'd be a sitting duck for the man in the Taurus.

      She pushed the thought from her mind, recognized it as a thing not to think about, an image not to entertain.

      Instead, she stomped her foot on the gas.

      Her rear wheels hopped the curb and she immediately began to go down the steep ditch of the incline.  She turned the wheel hard to the left, to put the Camry at an angle and avoid hitting the other side of the ditch head-on.  For a brief second, Loreli had the urge to slam on the brakes, but instinctively she knew that if she did that, she would become mired in the mucky grass at the bottom of the ditch.

      With her right foot, she kept the accelerator flattened to the floor.  Her left foot hovered over the brake.  The Camry jumped, plowed through the thick, mucky grass and hit the opposite bank of the ditch.  Loreli held onto the steering wheel in a death grip.  The phrase cigarette smokers use, "when they pry my cold dead fingers from it" came to her mind.

      The car's front end rose and for a brief instant, Loreli nearly screamed, convinced that the little car was going to flip right over and turtle.  But it didn't.  Suddenly, she was climbing the embankment, accelerating rather than slowing.  She flew over the curb and bounced onto the service drive.  The Camry groaned.  Loreli thought she heard metal popping, imagined all kinds of horrible damage being done to the underbelly of the car.  But then she straightened out and caught up to the traffic ahead, blended the Camry into the middle of the pack.

      Only then did she take a quick look over her shoulder.

      The Taurus was nowhere in sight.
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      “He’s dead and I’m still not happy!”  Vincenzo Romano’s voice thundered through the great room of his mansion.

      “Easy, Vincent,” said Gloria.  “You’re not supposed to get so upset after…“  She stopped short, but it was too late.

      “After what?’

      “Nothing.”

      Romano poured a glass of sherry from the bottle on the mantle.  He was breathing heavily, the air leaving his nose in cottony gushes.  He filled the glass, put the bottle back on the shelf, leaned his head back and took a long drink.  He looked around the room, attempting to find solace, but seeing none.  Gloria was sitting in one of the living room’s easy chairs.  She was wearing black slacks and a white sweater that clung to her sculpted body.  Her head was cocked to one side and she seemed to be observing him with feigned interest.

      Romano paced around the great room.  It was big, nearly four hundred square feet.  More so than his study, the great room was his room.   A big space for big ideas.  It was here that he hatched the thrillingly devious plan to whack a young, eager DA by having his guys dress up like hunters and follow the attorney into the woods on opening day of deer season.  The .30-06 had blown a hole in the Yale grad big enough to hold the 400-page deposition he was planning against Romano.

      A deposition that never got filed after the "accident."

      Romano stood before the seven-foot fireplace, a roaring fire throwing flickering orange light on his thick face.

      He glanced up at the room's thick ceiling beams, the elaborate crown molding.  Through the living room’s floor-to-ceiling picture windows, Lake Michigan could be seen.  The water was rough today, he could see the whitecaps, could almost hear the pounding of waves on the beach a mere hundred yards away.

      He shook his head.  It just wasn’t turning out to be a good week.

      “You’re not supposed to drink so much," Gloria said.  Romano turned, ready to bite her head off, but she was there, with the sherry and refilled his glass.  "But the circumstances seem to call for it, no?"

      Romano sighed heavily.  Gloria produced a glass for herself and filled it to the halfway point.  She returned the bottle to the shelf and came back to Romano's side.  They stood side by side in front of the window.  Though the glass was bulletproof and three inches thick, the quality of the view was excellent, breathtaking at dawn and sunset.

      Before them, on the lake, a freight ship slowly made its way across the vista.  Vincent watched the outline of the ship, sketched in by its bow and stern lights.  He felt a small satisfaction registering with him.  He got a small cut on all Milwaukee harbor traffic, and there was a lot of it.  Every ship that went by was a little bit of money in his pocket.  It made the view a little bit prettier for him, a factor he’d taken into consideration when he bought the mansion several years ago.

      Romano took a small sip of sherry.  He let the amber liquid roll on his tongue before swallowing.

      “Why don't you go powder your nose?"

      Gloria left.

      Romano needed to think.  He crossed the room and took Gloria's place on the chair.  It was still warm from her body, but Romano didn't notice.

      He looked into the fire and wondered, had Jack Cleveland crossed him?  Or had it been the black woman Jack had checked into the hotel with? He hoped it wasn’t Jack.  Jack was a pro, and not someone Romano ever wanted to tangle with.  Had to be the bitch.

      Romano put his glass on the small table next to his Stickley club chair, picked up the phone.  We'll start with her, he thought.  If she doesn't have it....

      Romano thought back to the phone call.  Jack had said it went off without a hitch, that he'd whacked Abrocci but there was no suitcase.  No sign of the cash or the supposed evidence that Abrocci had gotten on Romano.

      He wondered if Jack had ever let the black bitch out of his sight.  It was doubtful.  Jack was just too careful, too smart.

      So did that mean Jack had taken the money?

      Romano didn't think so.

      Still, he thought, people have been known to change.

      He thought about it some more, wrestling with the sequence of events, visualizing the moves and countermoves, determining the end result he wished for, then planning the best route to arrive there.

      Ten minutes later, Romano punched in the numbers on the cell phone from memory.  A dark blossom of fear had begun to burgeon in his belly.  He didn't like what he was about to do, but he'd arrived at the only means of attack that would give him the results he wanted.

      Romano remembered the last time he used the Spook.  It had been like a tornado tearing through a small town.  Romano was surprised they didn't find livestock in trees, or someone's couch a mile from their home.  It hadn't been a bloodbath, it'd been a goddamned blood whirlpool.  Afterward, Romano had spent a week going to funerals.  He shook his head at the memory of the Spook's handiwork.  The man just didn't have one single goddamned ounce of restraint.

      He punched in the rest of the numbers, waited for a beep, then left the message that would be passed along to an anonymous intermediary before being delivered to the Spook.  Romano guessed that's how it worked, the Spook was as mysterious as they came.

      After he left the message, he hung up the phone, poured another small glass of sherry and adjusted his bandage, wincing in pain.

      He imagined the message going to the Spook.  Wondered at what kind of mess was about to explode.

      “Hold on," he said to the empty room.  "We’re about to dance with the Devil himself.”
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      Amanda Rierdon stood over the corpse in Room 912 of the Prescott Hotel.  She gripped the cell phone in her hand with bone-crushing strength.  Her face was red, her eyes blazing at full wattage.  “Damn it, Macaleer!”  she shouted into her cell phone.  Her fingers wrapped even tighter around the phone, the plastic casing gave a slight pop at the pressure.  Her knuckles were stark white, their seams a crimson red.   “I’m tired of your pathetic excuses!”

      She bent her head to listen to the response coming from the other end of the phone, her shoulders stooped, her neck straining, as if she were directing every ounce of her energy into the phone's tiny mouthpiece.

      “Listen,” she continued, using the license plate information Macaleer had provided.  “Her name is Loreli Carson.  Here’s her address.”  She read the information to him.  “Drive there and wait.”

      She thumbed the disconnect button and started to slam the phone down on the room’s desk, but stopped herself in time.  The people from the lab would be here soon and they would comb every inch of this place to get any kind of clue as to who had whacked Abrocci.

      Her hands went to her temples and she rubbed.  Her face was red, but as she rubbed, it slowly turned pink.  She heaved a deep sigh and turned to the slim black man waiting quietly with more printouts.

      “What do you have, Rupert?  Please let it be good.”

      “Loreli Carson.”  He read her address and social security number.  “She works for Ryson, Butters & Mahoney, a local law firm.  Makes $28,000 a year.  Has a son named Liam.  He was born eight years ago.  She drives a 1986 Toyota Camry.”

      “Drugs?”

      Rupert shook his head.  “No record of any recent criminal activity.”

      “What about not-so-recent?”

      “Five years ago, she was brought in for questioning regarding a prostitution ring.”

      Rupert hurried on.  “She was simply questioned and released.  No charges were brought against her.  She was married seven years ago, divorced six years ago.”

      “Where’s her ex-husband?”

      Rupert looked over the papers in his hand.  “We don’t have anything on him yet.”

      Rierdon paced around the room.  She cursed her luck. She had an image of Vawter leering at her, holding up the newspaper featuring her exploits in huge block type.

      “She’s a part-timer,” Amanda said.

      “Part-timer?” Rupert asked.

      “She hooked in the past, quit, and now she needs money, or she got bored, so she went back to hooking.  That’s what she was doing here.”

      “But-”

      “But why did she leave with the man who must have been the hitter?”  She mulled it over in her mind.  “Why didn’t he just whack her, too?  And why did she run?  Because she was hooking?"

      The room was silent.  The three of them looked down at the dead man.  The blood had pooled around his head.  The hole was in the middle of his forehead like smudge from Ash Wednesday.

      "Tommy you are an idiot," Rierdon said.
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      There weren't many pimps in Milwaukee, and Rhonda was known to the wiseguys in the Mob.  Tommy had gotten her name from a buddy who'd told him if he wanted to score young, fresh college girls, this was the woman to see.  Tommy had met her, but it had been a few years ago.

      He pulled up in front of a small house in the middle of a block that looked like every other block within two square miles.  The only difference was this house had a lawn ornament.  A bird feeder with one of those big balls on top that looked like a purple bowling ball.  This was it.

      Tommy parked the car on the street to make it just a little bit more difficult for the neighbors to see the license plate, just in case things got a little messy.

      He walked up the brick-paved sidewalk and knocked on the door.  While he waited, Tommy breathed deeply, taking in the scent from the shrubs hugging the house's foundation.  A squirrel peeked around the corner of the house and looked at Tommy.

      "Piss off," Tommy said.  The squirrel disappeared.

      “Good morning,” a voice said.

      Tommy turned, smiled easily at the woman whose face was smiling tentatively at him.  She had watery blue eyes and sagging cheeks.  Deep lines creased her neck and forehead.  Even her chin sagged slightly.

      “I’ve come back for seconds.”

      She laughed and undid the chain.  “Tommy, right?"

      "Guilty as charged."

      "Come on in.  You want something to drink?”

      “No thanks."

      Tommy followed her into the house.  She closed the door behind him and walked toward the kitchen.  Tommy checked out the place.  The living room was small with blue carpeting.  The couch and armchair had matching floral upholstery.  A bookshelf with mirrors held hundreds of tiny figurines.  A grandfather clock stood silently in the corner, its pendulum swinging gently back-and-forth.  It reminded Tommy of his grandmother's house.  He shook that thought from his mind.

      Rhonda walked into the kitchen and gestured for Tommy to sit at the small table.  It had a wood top with a natural finish, but the legs were painted white.  Tommy noted that there was no dining room.

      "You don't want something to drink," she said.  "What do you want?"

      Any thoughts of his grandmother left Tommy as he studied Rhonda's face.  It wasn't a grandmother's face.  The teeth were slightly stained.  The mouth cold and hard.  Her hands were meaty, products of a sausage factory.  The house didn't smell like his grandmother's.  It didn't even smell like a woman's house.  It had a guy smell.

      "I want the blonde.  Again."

      “Are you sure you don’t want to sample the variety of my product line?  Unlike Baskin-Robbins, I’ve got a lot more than 33 flavors.”  She smiled at him which meant her mouth moved, but her eyes showed not a flicker of warmth.

      "You know, when you find something you really like, you hate to take a chance on something else."

      "Spoken like a truly satisfied customer," she said.

      “Well, let me see what else you've got.  Just for kicks."

      Rhonda retrieved a leather-bound scrapbook from the kitchen counter.  She set it on the table in front of Tommy.  She poured herself a cup of coffee as Tommy flipped through the pages in the book.  The plastic sleeves crinkled with each turn of the page.

      “Yeah, baby.  There she is.”  Rhonda crossed the kitchen, stood behind Tommy, and looked over his shoulder.

      He was tapping a picture of the blonde standing in front of a bed.  She had on high heels and a black mesh tank top.  She was in profile, looking back at the camera, bent over slightly as if to pick something up.  Her ass was round and smooth, the dividing line warm and inviting.

      “Man, she was good.”

      “Loreli does not disappoint,” Rhonda said.

      “Tell me more about her,” Tommy said.

      Rhonda gestured with her coffee cup.  “Her vital statistics are right there underneath her picture.  See?”

      Tommy nodded, then looked at the picture again.  This was the bitch that killed his stupid brother.  He still couldn’t believe it.  And he couldn’t believe that he was getting hard just looking at her picture.  Rhonda was right.  Loreli does not disappoint.

      "After seeing this picture, I definitely want her again.  She's just too damn good to pass up."

      “Okay,” Rhonda said.  “You know how it works.  Cash or credit card.  You did cash, right?”

      “Right.”

      “I’ll set up a time and place, and she’ll be there, okay?”

      “You know,” Tommy said.  “I was thinking.  If I paid a little more, could I pick her up?  You know, make it a little more like a date.  Kind of like, what do they call that, role-playing?”

      “Sure,” Rhonda said.  She crossed her thick arms over her midsection, sipped from her cup of coffee.  “I’ve done that before.  She’ll be at a hotel bar, you pretend to be a stranger.  It’s fun.  A nice touch.  More romantic that way, too.”

      “Very romantic," Tommy said, struggling to keep his voice even.  Smooth.  "I like that.  But you know what I was thinking?  What if I picked her up somewhere a little more natural?  Does she live around here?”

      “No, that’s against policy.”  Rhonda drained the rest of her coffee in one big gulp and set the cup on the counter.  "You understand.  Most of these girls like to keep work separate from home.  You know, leave it at the office."

      “Oh, sure," Tommy said.  "I've been there.  But would it make a difference to you or to her if I pay a little extra?  You know, with a few hundred, maybe she would make an exception in this case. And I think it would be a lot of fun, make the whole play-acting thing a little more real.”

      “Sorry, I can’t do that,” Rhonda said.  Tommy heard the iron in her voice.  This woman was not going to be tricked or swayed.

      “Besides," she said, "I don’t give out–”

      Tommy lowered his right knee to the floor, twisted from his chair, and threw a left hook with everything he had.  His fist flashed out, sunk into Rhonda’s ample stomach.  Her breathed whooshed out of her body.

      Rhonda reached out toward the table to steady herself, but Tommy got to his feet and swung again.  His right fist connected with Rhonda's chin and she crashed to the floor in a heap.  Tommy stood over her.  The effort from the two punches, from the adrenaline coursing through his body, left him slightly out of breath.

      “Listen.  You tell me where Loreli lives or this is just going to be the start, do you understand?"

      Rhonda vomited onto the faded linoleum floor.  Watery brown liquid shot from her mouth and splattered onto Tommy's shoes.  He jumped back, looked in disgust at the puke on the hem of his pants.

      When he was sure she was done, Tommy stepped around Rhonda and planted a foot on her head.

      “We can do this the easy way, or we can do it the very, very, very hard way.  Either way, you’re going to tell me where the bitch lives, got it?  Now, if you want me to turn your ass into a pile of bloody hamburger, I can do it.  In fact, I’ve got a shitload of frustration I wouldn’t mind working out on someone right now, understand?  So tell me where she is.”  He lifted his left leg and kicked her in the ribs with the point of his toe.  “Now.”

      Instead, Rhonda lunged upward, her head wedged between Tommy’s legs.  She lifted, her thick legs pushing up beneath her, her big veiny hands grabbing each of his ankles.  Tommy, incredulous, felt himself being lifted up, up and up.  She lifted him on her back, a loud grunting sound escaping her lips, and then she flipped him backwards over her.  He crashed to the kitchen floor in a heap.

      Tommy felt shooting pains in his shoulder.  He rolled to his knees, got his hands beneath him and began to stand up.  He looked up just in time to see Rhonda, her arm pulled back behind her and then the coffee pot was coming at his head.  He tried to duck, but was too slow.  Lights exploded in his head and he felt scalding hot coffee cascade down his face.  He let out a roar as the searing pain drove white-hot needles into his skin.  His hands flew to his face.  His mouth was open.  He was screaming.  Somewhere, in the distant realm of his conscious mind, he heard the sound of cast iron scraping.  He knew that sound.  It was the same sound his grandmother's heavy frying pan made when she lifted it off the stove-

      He lunged to his feet, bellowing like a wounded buffalo.  He managed to get one eye open which afforded him the view of Rhonda stepping forward.  He watched in disbelief as she swung the frying pan with all the grace and power of a young Ted Williams. The heavy pan caught Tommy on the bridge of the nose, and the cartilage squashed beneath the blow.  He felt something give in his face.  His mouth filled with blood and he sank to his knees.  He saw black and fell to the floor.

      The linoleum cooled one side of Tommy's face and his vision returned. He rolled over onto his back, instinctively raising his arms to protect his face.  Rhonda swung the pan again and it crashed into his arm, then slid down his elbow and triceps until it banged against his torso.  Tommy clamped down on the pan, catching Rhonda's hands beneath his arm.  She was off-balance, leaning over him when he rotated and threw a high left hook that caught Rhonda flush on the jaw.  She staggered.  Tommy let go of the pan.  Before she could regain her balance, he brought his knees to his chest and drove his feet directly into Rhonda's face.

      She flew backward, landed on the floor with a thud.  Her head smashed into the kitchen cabinet's base.  Blood streamed from her mouth.  Two of her stained teeth fell to the floor.  She retched again.

      “You,” Tommy said as he stomped down on her ankle.  They both heard something snap.  “Will,” Tommy said, and stomped down on her knee. “Tell,” he said, and kicked her in the solar plexus.  He moved around her.  “Me.”  A kick in the back.  Right on her spine.  “Where.”  He knelt down beside her.  “She.”  Rhonda felt a kitchen knife pressed against her throat.

      “Lives.”

      Tommy pressed the point of the knife against the sagging folds of flesh around Big Rhonda's neck.

      “Right now.  Or I’m going to slit your stupid throat.  Got it?”

      The blade sunk deeper into Rhonda’s throat but Tommy could she was already losing consciousness.

      It was hard for her to speak.

      Somehow, she managed.
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      Loreli took a deep breath, tried to calm herself down.  She had to focus.  It was like when she was typing a deposition for the attorney.  She had to put everything out of her mind and concentrate.  She breathed deeply, her head cleared and the off-kilter feeling of dizziness subsided.

      She was in the middle lane of the freeway, surrounded by cars on all sides.  The Camry was doing its best to keep up.  Loreli glanced at the speedometer.  Seventy-five.  She could feel the little car's body shudder as the three-lane highway curved.  Her stomach tightened until the road straightened out.

      Her mind buzzed with ricochet thoughts.  Her hands were still sweaty on the wheel.  Every time she looked in the rearview mirror, her stomach bunched up and pushed its way toward the back of her throat.

      But the Taurus was gone.

      Loreli wanted to take an exit.  She wanted to pull the car over and just sit. A place where none of this would have happened.  Where she could just wake up in the morning and not call Rhonda.  Not go to the hotel.

      But that would've meant not being able to pay off Ted's drug dealer.  And that would've put Liam at risk.

      She did take an exit and pull over, but it wasn't to contemplate.  It wasn't to wallow in self-pity.

      When she finished her task, she got back behind the wheel, gritting her teeth.

      Loreli was through with blaming herself.  She'd made her decisions, made her mistakes, and hopefully, she could live with them.

      Hopefully, they'd let her live with them.

      Loreli hadn't been to Milwaukee's east side in a long time.  The area seemed foreign to her.

      She eventually followed the house numbers until she found the one she was looking for.  Loreli had to double-check, because it didn't look like the neighborhood of a drug dealer.  The yards were big, the houses bigger.  The driveways expansive, the cars expensive.

      This was the kind of place her boss, Carl Ryson, could afford to live.

      Loreli put the Camry in park and gazed at the gold numerals on the dark brown archway over the solid wooden door.

      Ted should be doing this, she thought.  That piece of dog shit should be here, doing the dirty work. For a brief moment, Loreli felt like the old Loreli, the one without any self-esteem who basically did what Ted told her to do.  She thought of how she'd let him drive her car into the ground, spend her money, and when she did try to stand up to him, how she'd let him sweet talk her into a state of complete supplication.

      God, she'd been so weak back then, it made her want to puke.

      So what was different now?  Here she was doing his dirty work.

      This was different, she thought.  Liam was at stake.  And she wasn't doing this for Ted.  She didn't trust him.  Giving him the money to take to this Dexter guy would be an even bigger mistake.

      She'd pay this guy, then figure out what to do.

      Loreli walked to the house and rang the bell.  Her heart was beating fast, but strong.  She flexed her hands and fingers.  Strength surged through her body and muscles.  She looked at the big, thick wooden door and felt like she could rip it off its hinges.  A breeze stirred her hair and the leaves on the large Dutch elm on the boulevard rustled at the intrusion.

      The door swung open and Dexter stood before her.  He had his shirt off, and his muscular chest and arms were glistening.  She could smell food cooking, beer on his breath.  His eyes were clear, his smile innocent and boyish.

      “I don’t want no Girl Scout cookies,” he said.  He leaned against the doorjamb, his arms folded across his chest.

      Loreli handed him the five thousand dollars.

      He kept his arms where they were.  The grin widened.

      “All right, sugar mama,” he said.

      She thrust the money at him, pushed it into his chest.  He grabbed it before it fell to the floor.

      "I don't ever want to see you again.  Ted and I are through.  If I ever see you near me or Liam, I'll kill you, and then I'll call the cops.  Not the other way around.  Understand?"

      He was busy counting the money.

      She turned and walked back to the Camry.  Dexter called after her.  “Look, the tough girl act ain’t workin’, but I like the way you came up with this money."

      Loreli sat down in the driver's seat.  She was about to pull the door shut behind her when she heard:

      "Is there more where this came from?”
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      Tommy Abrocci had been arrested for shoplifting when he was sixteen years old.  He stole a box of rubbers.  He had no intention of using them, he was just curious, that's all.  Because he was a minor, he was not fingerprinted.  When he was seventeen, he was charged with assault for slapping a fifteen-year-old girl.  Again, he was not fingerprinted.  However, when Tommy Abrocci pulled a gun on an Indonesian shopkeeper and it was caught on a surveillance tape, he was arrested, and it being two days after his eighteenth birthday, fingerprinted.

      A copy of that fingerprint, magnified approximately fifteen times, appeared on a computer monitor under the watchful gaze of FBI Special Agent Theo Bradley.  Bradley worked in the Criminal Identification Department as a senior analyst.

      Bradley called up the fingerprint taken from the dead man in Room 912 of the Prescott Hotel.  The new image was laid over the first one and the computer worked soundlessly for several seconds, looking for points of similarity as well as difference.

      A moment later a rectangular red box appeared telling Agent Bradley that the two fingerprints were most definitely not a match.

      Bradley hadn't been expecting this result, namely because his supervisors hadn't been expecting this result.  He pondered what he should do.  Agent Theo Bradley was careful by nature.  He wasn't a coward, he simply preferred to avoid a fight if possible.  So rather than just call up his supervisor, SAC Amanda Rierdon, he thought he should at least present the problem:  a) the dead man is not who you think he is, with the solution:  b) who he really is.

      Bradley closed the image of Tommy Abrocci's fingerprint, and centered the dead man's from Room 912.  He then asked the computer to search not only the FBI's database, but the entire network of criminal detection, as well as Interpol.

      Bradley hit the ENTER button and settled back in his chair.  This search could take anywhere from thirty seconds to fifteen minutes.  He leafed through a Sports Illustrated on his desk until the computer beeped.

      Bradley dropped the SI and looked at the screen.  One positive match.  He scanned the info:  Dominic R. Abrocci of 125 Harley Lane, Philadelphia, PA.  One arrest for indecent exposure in 1981.  He'd pleaded guilty and was released on a mental outpatient basis.

      Bradley picked up the phone, dialed Rierdon's cell phone.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Amanda Rierdon was not a mystic.  She didn't believe in chakras and New Age bullshit.  She did, however, believe in the basic tenet of karma.  What goes around comes around.

      Screw somebody, somebody screws you.

      And, get a promotion, albeit deserved, and your job suddenly becomes a hundred times harder.

      Case in point:  Tommy Abrocci.

      Could she say she'd been expecting a call from Theo Bradley, telling him that the corpse in the Prescott Hotel's Room 914 that looked exactly like her prized informant was in fact not her informant, but rather his twin brother? No. But, on some level, she knew this is what happens.  You get a promotion, and your ass is on the line x100.

      And you had people like Vawter always ready to remind you of that failure.  Amanda watched Vawter's feet go up on her desk.

      "I really, really do not intend to get on your shit this often."

      "Glad to hear it, sir."

      "But I have to get your reaction.  A twin brother?"

      "These are strange times, my friend."

      "So what are you doing?"

      "Picking my ass."

      Vawter was momentarily speechless.

      "I'm trying to find my informant, of course."

      Vawter got to his feet.

      "Good luck," he said.  "Looks like you need it."
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        * * *

      

      The fact was, she was doing everything possible to find Tommy Goddamn Abrocci.

      She had Daniels keeping an eye on Romano.  She had Rupert staking out Abrocci's apartment.  She had Macaleer watching Loreli Carson's house.

      And so far, there'd been nothing.

      Amanda went through the data in her mind.  She needed to crunch it; to process it like she was a mainframe.  Fact:  Tommy Abrocci was working undercover for the FBI against Vincenzo Romano.  Fact:  he, or someone using his credit card, checked into the Prescott Hotel.  Fact:  Tommy's twin brother was murdered at that hotel.  Fact:  A hooker was seen leaving the hotel.  Fact:  Tommy Abrocci was still missing.

      Amanda let those facts simmer on the Crock-Pot of her consciousness.  She left her office, walked out to her cruiser, got in, put it in gear, and drove.

      Whatever happened in that hotel room, the hooker was the key.  Amanda felt that if she found the hooker, she'd find Tommy.

      Amanda would send Macaleer home, and then she would take over the watch.

      She only hoped she wouldn't be too late.
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      Nick Falcone was thirteen years old when he was first involved in murder.  A strapping kid even at that tender age, the young Falcone was a beacon for trouble.  Older kids were threatened by him, younger kids taunted him.  It was his uncle, a man known as Freddy "Two-Bit" Falcone, who took the young Falcone under his wing.  He introduced him to his "fellas" a group of East side Milwaukee men reputedly tied to legendary mob boss Vincenzo Romano.

      It was to be the younger Falcone's first score:  knocking off a semi-truck at Milwaukee's metro airport.  There were two other men involved; Nick knew one, but not the other.  They went to the airport, changed into grounds crew maintenance uniforms, and casually strolled out to the truck.  One of the men knocked out the driver, another man clobbered a guy with a clipboard.  Nick ran to the cab.  He threw open the door and watched, stunned, as a black man leapt over him, firing a sawed-off shotgun seemingly into his ear.  Nick had stood there, transfixed.  The shotgun had blown the head off of Two-Bit.  The black man then fired the other barrel directly into the man on the crew Nick did know, a cousin of Two-Bit’s and then turned his attention to Nick.

      "Saw you bitches in the side mirror,” the man said. “Didn't think a bad-ass like me would be ridin' shotgun, huh?"  The man thrust the barrel of the shotgun into Nick's chest.  Nick fell to the cold pavement.  "For a big boy, you sure go down easy."  The black man put the barrel of the gun to Nick's temple.

      And then the black man sank to his knees.  A gout of his forehead burst onto the pavement and Nick barely heard the shot.

      He turned to see the man who’d just saved his life: Jack Cleveland.

      "Let's go," Jack said.
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        * * *

      

      Sandwiched between a collision repair shop and an insurance office, Billy's Irish Pub was a small, dark place that because of its name was the last place anyone would expect wiseguys to meet and hang out.  For that reason, Jack Cleveland picked it as the spot to meet with Nick Falcone.

      Jack entered through the back door and walked down a narrow hallway.  Ahead, he could make out the bar with two large beefy older men sitting with identical tap beers in front of them, watching the television hung from the ceiling and angled into the corner of the room.

      The women's bathroom was on Jack's left, the men's room on his right.  He walked past both, not looking at the framed maps of Ireland that hung on the wall.

      Jack stepped into the main room.  The bar was on the right, with fifteen or so barstools in a line.  A group of tables was on the left, most with four chairs around them.  Along the left wall was a row of booths broken up by the jukebox that sat squarely in the middle against the wall.

      No songs were playing.

      The only sound in the tavern was the low volume from the television, and the sound of a dishwasher in the back room behind the bar.

      Jack stepped into the room and looked to his left where Falcone sat.  He'd chosen the booth farthest in back, but had chosen the side of the table facing the wall, giving Jack the seat that would put the wall behind him.

      Jack appreciated the gesture.

      He walked to the bar and ordered a tap beer, slid a dollar bill across the bar where the bartender, a large woman with pink arms and flaxen hair tied back in a pony tail wordlessly pushed the beer across the bar to him.

      Jack glanced at the television, saw that the men were watching a rerun of the ‘60s television show "Gunsmoke."  He watched as Festus tried to explain something to Matt Dillon, while Doc watched on, his trademark squint in full display.

      Jack sat down in the booth across from Falcone.  Neither offered to shake hands.

      Before Falcone spoke, Jack thought about the man in front of him.  He knew the risks Falcone was taking.  That the very act of sending the blind e-mail to Jack's equally blind intermediary was a huge step for Falcone to have taken.  It was the kind of thing Vincenzo Romano would not be pleased with.  Depending on the kind of information Falcone was about to provide, it was an act that could result in the man's death.

      "You remember that night?  The truck?  The airport?  The black guy with the shotgun?"

      Jack nodded.  He had no way of knowing for sure if Falcone was wearing a wire.  He planned to take no chances.

      "I could have died that night.  Was going to die that night, if it hadn't been for you."

      This time, Jack didn't even bother to nod.

      "A lot of people have done me favors over the years, but none that begin to compare to that one.  I never figured I'd be able to pay you back, to clear the slate, but now I think I can."

      Falcone drained the rest of his tap beer and dabbed at his mouth with a napkin.  He picked up the empty glass and peered into the bottom before saying, "He hired the Spook."

      Jack sat very still.  Rather than speak the questions that were racing through his mind, he cycled through them logically.  How did Falcone know?  He must have overheard, or been there when Romano made the decision.  Was the Spook hired to find the money or to kill Jack?  Probably both.  From what Jack knew of the man called the Spook, he would want to kill Jack purely for professional reasons.

      And Betty, too.

      Jack got to his feet.

      "We're even?" Falcone asked.

      Jack nodded.

      He left then, and Falcone turned to watch the television, saw Miss Kitty pour a shot for Doc and Festus.

      He went to the bar.

      "Shot of whiskey, please."

      The big Irish gal poured it for him.
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      When she was a child Amanda Rierdon was so tense that the sound of her teeth grinding at night while she slept could be heard in the neighboring bedrooms.  "You were always wound tighter than one of those balls made out of rubber bands," her mother had told her.

      Now, Amanda pulled onto the freeway and made a conscious effort to stop grinding her teeth. A tension headache of the severest magnitude made her feel like her head was encased in shrink-wrap.  The stress was so thick in her body that her shoulders felt like they were being pulled apart by some unforeseen, ungodly force. She rotated her head and neck, the movement accompanied by small popping sounds.

      Traffic was winding down from the evening rush hour and she was glad for that.  She wasn't in the mood to fight traffic.

      It was Thursday night and Amanda had left the office, ostensibly to go home, grab a quick bite, pay some bills, and return to the office three or four hours later.  When shit like Tommy Abrocci was piling up, the idea of keeping regular hours was nonexistent.

      Besides, the fact was, there wasn't much more she could do.  She'd posted a guard on Loreli Carson's house.  Should she come home, the guard would immediately call Amanda and they would hold her for questioning.

      Likewise, there was no sign of Tommy Abrocci.

      Every cop in southeastern Wisconsin had Tommy's picture, but so far there'd been no sightings.

      So, all that was left to do was wait.

      So it was that Amanda found herself able to open up the three or four hours she needed to make a little trip to a motel north of the city.

      As she got closer to her destination, Amanda felt the reins of control she held so tightly over herself start to come undone, like silk shoulder straps on a silk nightgown.  She imagined what her lover would do to her body over the course of the next few hours and her body reacted palpably to the images.  Warm blood flowed to her pelvis.  Her nipples hardened and soft, gentle shivers cascaded up and down her spine.  She slid her hand down between her legs and pressed  inward.  Waves of pleasure surged through her thighs, the lower part of her belly.

      She was ready.

      God was she ready.

      It took a few more minutes for Amanda to reach her exit and then another five to get to the hotel.

      She parked the car and walked toward the room.  Her legs were already slightly weak, her body thrumming like a plucked guitar string.  Her lover was on the other side of this door and her body knew it.

      She knocked on the door.

      It swung open.

      "Come on in," Big Paulie said.
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      Segovia’s “Rusa:  Andante energico” poured from the six speakers inside the gray Volkswagen Passat with all the verve and energy the Spanish guitarist’s fingers could muster.  With a blazing flourish the song ended, its notes slipping back to the fabled lands of Andalusia, the space in its wake slowly filled in with the mundane sounds of the car’s engine, passing traffic, and suburban America.

      Betty Vanessa Williamson pulled off the freeway and drove into the small suburban neighborhood she called home.

      Hers was a mixed race neighborhood – middle-class whites and blacks living together in relative harmony, both sides keeping a stringent eye on property values.  The homes were older here, and bigger, where mostly older white folks lived, and who resented the somewhat recent movement of blacks into the area.

      Betty’s neighbors were fine.  They thought she was a salesperson for IBM, concentrating in selling and setting up computer systems for small to medium-sized businesses.  A misperception aided by Betty’s business cards and detailed discussions of her business trips.  In fact, Betty had taken several computer classes, even worked as a trainee for a local computer company to help learn the trade jargon.  She subscribed to several industry publications to keep on top of changes.  The more legitimate her cover, the better.

      Betty steered the car into the driveway of her modest, three bedroom colonial.  She pressed the button on the garage door opener and pulled inside.  She hit the button to close the garage door, then shut the car off, pulled the lever and popped the trunk.  She got out of the car, went back and pulled out her laptop computer case.  It held an IBM laptop, naturally.  But in the side pocket was a very non-traditional piece of equipment for a computer salesperson.

      She withdrew the .38 from the pocket, and screwed the silencer onto the end of the muzzle, then slung the computer bag over her shoulder.  She crossed the garage and unlocked the door that opened onto a mudroom.  She closed the door behind her, then set the computer bag on a low bench that sat against the wall.  There was a coat rack above the bench, and a small key holder.  She hung the keys on the holder.

      With the gun held in her right hand, hanging loosely against her thigh, she stood silently on the small landing.

      Compared to other key moments in her profession, this was not one of the most dangerous.  Nonetheless, it was a routine into which she’d fallen. Her former mentor and lover, the man who’d taught her the ropes of the profession, hadn’t practiced this routine.  And after a hit, he’d returned home to find a retaliatory force waiting for him.  His career and his life had ended.

      Now, Betty listened to the sounds of her house.

      Tonight, she would have to be more careful than usual, if that were possible.  Jack had warned her that with the money missing, Romano would be wondering where it had gone.  Jack didn't believe they would become targets, but stranger things had happened.

      Betty listened closely.  She was familiar with every creak and groan, every pop and squeak contained within the walls of her home.  And now, she identified them one by one.  The gentle tick of the clock in the living room.  The hum of the refrigerator.  Even the barely discernible buzz of the lamp in the upstairs alcove she left on twenty-four hours a day.

      She took a deep breath and caught the faint scent of pesto in the air.  It was from the pasta she’d had for dinner the night before.  There was some left over in the fridge, and she’d warm it up for dinner tonight.

      Betty slipped off her shoes and noiselessly turned to the left and descended the stairs to the basement.  Her stockinged feet made no noise, her light body creating not even a hint of a creak on the stairs.

      Her routine consisted of going through the house from bottom to top, until she was satisfied there was nothing in her house but the promise of a quiet evening and a good night’s sleep.

      Betty made her way through the basement.  She stepped into the laundry room and eyed the windows high up on the wall.  All of them intact.

      She walked back out into the main room of the basement, circled the furnace and water heater, walked past the workbench area, then turned and went back up the stairs.

      Betty walked through the kitchen and into the dining room.  The built-in china cabinet glistened in the early evening light.  The table was spotless.  A small bouquet of flowers served as the centerpiece.  She walked through the dining room, and into the hallway that led to a small bathroom and two bedrooms.  Her master bedroom and bathroom were on the second floor.  Betty pictured her luxurious bathtub upstairs.  She’d gotten a replica of the old-style tub – the kind with the claw feet-

      The rustle of fabric reached her ears just before the blow.  There was a split second when her mind sent the message to her muscles to act quickly and duck, move to the left or the right.  But no sooner was the message sent than the brain received a blow to its base.

      A moment later, the freelance hitter known in the Milwaukee underworld as Black Betty, was lost in blackness.
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      As she slowly began to awaken, the sound of music rang in her ears. It was on her stereo.  She had a brief thought that maybe she'd fallen asleep and was now being awakened by her clock radio.  She recognized the song. It was the Rolling Stones.  "Sweet Black Angel."

      Her eyes opened and the pain forced her to shut them again.  The blow to her head had rocked her.  Even now, she could feel the swelling at the base of her neck.

      She opened her eyes.

      Struggled to move.

      But she couldn’t.  Her feet were tied.  In fact, she was flat on her back.  She tried to lift her arms, but they were tied to the chair.  The chair was tipped over onto its back.  Her legs were tied to the legs of the chair.  Her feet stuck up straight in the air.  Her socks had been taken off.  She tried to roll to the left, but she couldn’t.  She tried, and failed, to roll to the right. She relaxed her body, struggled to think clearly.  Betty fought down the panic.  Flat on her back, in the middle of her living room, she stared at the ceiling.

      Behind her, she heard a slight intake of breath.

      “Ah, the princess awakes.”

      She craned her head back, was able to make out the dark shape of a man sitting in a chair with his legs crossed.   A gun in one hand, a smoking cigarette in the other.  The chair was one of her dining room chairs.  The same kind to which she’d been expertly tied.

      Betty tried to sound cool.  Confident.  “We’re both professionals.  Let’s settle this like business people.  Tell me what you want, and I’ll do my best to give it to you.”

      The man gave a soft, dry chuckle.

      Betty watched him, saw his right foot moving in time to the music on the stereo.

      "So you're a fan of Segovia?" he asked.

      "Yes," she said.

      "Do you know that he called the electric guitar "an abomination?"

      "I had heard that."

      A soft, raspy sigh.

      "Do you like the Stones?" he asked.

      "Yes," she said immediately.

      Again, the soft chuckle.  Betty could hear a slight rasp in his throat and nose.  The sound of too many cigarettes and maybe too much booze.

      "Mmm," he said.  "Are you sure?"  His voice was slightly reproachful.  "I didn't see any in your collection.”

      "I-" Betty began.

      "Don't worry, I always carry a few extra around for times like this."

      Betty tried to control her breathing.

      "Now, let me tell you about professionalism, since you brought it up.  Being a pro means that you do your job and you do it well.  Let's say you're in a band.  A label hires you to put out a blues album.  You don't take the money then come back and give them a collection of reggae songs."

      Betty waited.

      "Or worse, you certainly don't come back with no record whatsoever, am I right?"

      "You're right," Betty said.  Her voice was slow and mechanical.

      "So somebody hired you to retrieve a package.  You took the job and then came back without it.  I call that being unprofessional."

      "It wasn't–"

      "You can atone for your breach in the professional's code by telling me truthfully where that package is now.  I must warn you, though.  Any information that does not pertain to the exact location of the package will be dealt with…professionally."

      "I don't have it," Betty said.

      The man sighed.

      “This little piggy…” he said.  There was a soft spit behind her and she felt a slight tug on her right foot. She looked up, knowing what she was going to see, her mind struggling to comprehend the savagery.

      Her pinky toe was gone.

      The pain tore up her body.  She stifled a scream.  She looked at her foot.  There was a tiny little jagged stump of blood, tissue and bone where her little toe had been.

      “…went to town,” the man said.  Another raspy chuckle.  "You see,” he said, “you simply stated where the package was not.  Quite different from what I asked you to do, quite professionally, I might add.  You were to tell me where the money is rather than where it is not."

      Betty tried, unsuccessfully, to keep the quiver from her voice.  “Please, this is not necessary.”

      The man spoke.  “I am the professional.  You are a local.  You give a bad name to my occupation.  You exhibit your shoddiness by not giving me what I want, and then telling me that what I'm doing is not necessary.  Now, not only are you being unprofessional, you're being insulting."

      “Okay," Betty said.  "I understand.”  Betty’s mind raced.  The truth wasn't going to work here.  She had to come up with something.  Come up with it fast.  She had to come up with something that would make this man want to let her live.  She had not tried to look at his face. She didn't know who he was.  He could go and leave her.  She would survive.  If she could just stop the bleeding.

      Her mind shifted into high gear, an idea formed and she opened her mouth to speak-

      “This little piggy…” the man said.

      Another spit came behind her and the next toe was gone.  A great bubble of horror burst in her stomach and she wanted to cry.  Instead, she tried to tell herself to stay cool.  You’re still alive.  So you lost two toes.  You can lose them all, as long as you’re still alive.

      “…took too long…” the man behind her said.

      Betty knew, despite the terror welling up inside her, threatening to swamp her like a big wave over a small boat, that the man would not accept any protests that she didn’t have what he was looking for.

      “I have it.”

      Silence, and then the raspy sigh.

      “This little piggy…”

      The gun spat.  Her middle toe disappeared.  She bit her lip until blood oozed down the side of her face.

      “…keeps disappointing me.”

      “Jack has it,” Betty said.  Her voice was rising, wanting to turn into a scream.  She fought to control herself, like a car that had just blown its tires.  Blood gushed down her foot.

      "At his place.  He's going to hold onto it."

      "And this Jack…"

      "Cleveland."

      "He's in Cleveland?"

      "No, that's his last name.  Jack Cleveland."

      "Mr. Cleveland lives where?"

      Betty looked down at her foot.  It was covered in blood.  There were three ragged stumps where her toes had been.

      “This little piggy…”

      The silencer spoke twice and Betty’s remaining toes disintegrated.  Where her big toe had been, there was now a single large stump.  The gun fired again and the stump exploded into a shower of blood and flesh.

      “…wants to know where Jack Cleveland lives because that’s probably where the money is.”

      Tears streamed down Betty’s face.  She thrashed in the chair, but it felt like it was nailed to the floor.  Probably had been.  A low moan escaped from her body.Something tugged on her left foot and she heard the gun spit.  Her left pinky toe was gone.

      “This little piggy is getting tired of this."

      Betty didn't know where Jack lived.  No one did.

      "He's got an apartment downtown.  It's called Colonial Heights."

      The man sucked on his cigarette, then said, "This little piggy wants to know, if Jack has the money, when and where were you going to split it?”

      Betty’s lips trembled.  Her mind worked as fast as possible.  “In a week.”

      Betty heard the man crush the cigarette out on the table.  He was going to let her go.  She hadn't seen his face.  She'd given him a plausible story.  There was no reason to kill her.

      "This little piggy cried…"

      The gun spat behind her.

      “Wee…”

      Spat.

      “Wee…”

      Spat.

      “Wee.”

      Spat.

      “All the way home.”

      Spat.

      Betty forced herself to look.  Every toe had been shot off.  Her feet looked like crude drawings.  Blood streamed down each foot.  It was pooling at the bottom of her heels.

      The man stood over her.  He was pale.  A big Adam’s apple.  Pockmarks on his cheeks.  Short, dark hair.  Small, dark eyes.

      He raised the gun.  Betty’s eyes looked into the small circle of black.  His finger tightened on the trigger.

      A soft moan escaped her lips.

      The music on the stereo rose in a crescendo and then faded to nothingness. The last track.  Done.  The room fell silent.

      The man smiled slightly.  His teeth were small and discolored.  Black coffee and cigarette-stained teeth.

      “A professional never cries,” he said.

      “See you in Hell,” she whispered.

      The man chuckled.  Raised the gun.  Pressed the muzzle against Betty’s forehead.

      “This little piggy is dead.”
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      Vincenzo Romano, in his mind’s eye, could see his copy of Sun Tzu’s “The Art of War.”  It was on the first bookshelf to the right of the door.  On the middle shelf between Blackstone’s Principles of Society, and Francis Bacon’s Essays.

      Sun Tzu’s book was a favorite of his.  He liked the simple sentences.  He liked the stories of generals and armies.

      And he felt the lessons applied to what he did for a living.

      One of sun Tzu’s principles was that in order for a general to be successful, he needed to understand himself as well as his enemy.

      And Vincenzo Romano knew himself.

      That’s why he knew that part of finding Tommy Abrocci, part of finding the money and the recordings Tommy had made, had to do with his recent parting with his left breast.

      He knew that on some level, he was feeling the need to exert his manhood.  To exhibit his masculinity.  To let the world know, as well as himself, that he was still all man.

      That he could crush his enemies simply because he wanted to.

      The call from his highly paid informant came a half hour later.  Romano, the big thinker in the big study with the big bookcases, had fallen asleep and was snoring softly.  He heaved to his feet and got to the cell phone perched at the edge of his big desk.

      In a clipped, precise tone, his informant rushed to give him all the information there was to give.  As the informant rushed, Romano's powerful logic itemized the facts in a neat, highly anal order:

      -Tommy Abrocci was not dead.

      -His twin brother, Dominic, was dead.

      -Tommy Abrocci could not be found and he had hired a hooker who got away at the time of the hit.

      There were many times, many years later, when Vincenzo Romano would look back and wonder where it all truly went south on him.  The phone call, although more a diagnosis of the ongoing problem, would forever remain fresh in his mind. Granted, it wasn't the actual operational missteps, but it was the neatly wrapped bundle that represented his shit hitting the fan.

      It was like when the doctor told him he had breast cancer.

      Tommy Abrocci was still alive.

      Romano thumbed the end call button on the cell phone and sat back in the big chair.
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      Amanda Rierdon’s face glowed in the light from oncoming traffic.  Her cheeks felt flushed.  Her skin warm and silky.  Her body, hours ago feeling strung tighter than a banjo, was now humming gently, an engine fresh from tuning.

      As she drove, she struggled to push the images of the motel room, of her lover, of what her lover had done to her, from her mind.  With each passing mile, the satisfied glow inside her diminished, replaced by the bright intensity of the responsibilities of her job.

      By the time she reached the freeway, thoughts of the tryst were gone, albeit not forgotten.  She would call the images to mind when she needed them, when she had the opportunity to do something about it.

      But that time certainly wasn't now.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Rierdon remembered when she'd busted Abrocci.  The satisfaction of explaining she could cuff him and throw him in the squad car outside, take him down to jail and let him cool his heels.  Put the word out on the street that he was in custody.  He could keep his mouth shut and do at least twenty hard years in prison, be a good soldier to Mr. Romano, and get out of prison when he was in his fifties, after having been sodomized more times than he’d be able to remember.

      Or, he could flip.

      It really wasn’t a choice.

      So when she’d flipped Tommy, they immediately put a wire on him and began to record any and all conversations he had with Romano and his goons.

      They’d gotten some good stuff, not enough, but there was stuff they could use.  Tommy had promised them that something big was going to go down, he wasn’t sure what, and when he had it, he’d come in.

      So they’d all been waiting.

      And then he disappeared and they tracked him to the hotel.

      Why had he gone there?

      The answer was simple:  it wasn’t Milwaukee.  Abrocci had wanted to get away from his “associates.”  It was as good a place as any.

      Or it should have been.

      How had they found him?
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      When Jack Cleveland was unable to get through to Vincenzo Romano on his third try, he had a fairly good idea what was happening.  Jack had once read an article about Hollywood, about struggling actors.  The reporter said that Hollywood was a place where people starve to death while being told they’re wonderful.

      The fact was, his job was sort of like that.  It wasn’t the kind where you got a performance review after six months.  Where you and your boss sat down and together worked out some long and short-term goals, talked about areas you could improve and perhaps received a small raise.  They didn’t exactly kill you with kindness like they did in Hollywood, but they also didn’t let you know when you were on the way out.

      No golden parachute, just a lead jacket or concrete shoes.

      From his dingy hotel room on Milwaukee’s south side, Jack knew he was being given an involuntary warning.

      The money was gone.  Romano didn’t know who had it.  The fact that he wasn’t returning Jack’s call meant that Jack was a suspect.

      Jack felt no fear.

      Romano had paid him; the money was in the numbered account.  He’d decided to stay just to make sure things were okay before he blew out of town.  He had a ticket to  Seattle, then another ticket that would take him to New York.

      But he was going to stay now.

      He punched in Betty’s number on his cell phone.

      But there was no answer.

      Jack weighed the options.  She could have left town for a few days, although she probably would have told him that.  She could be screening her calls.  But then again, if she knew he was calling he was fairly confident she would have answered or called him back.

      The last option, well, he didn’t want to think about.  Jack had a rule about getting close to people.  The rule was get close only if you plan to kill.  If not, don’t get close at all.

      But a few years back, on a job, Betty saved his life.  One of the few oversights he’d ever made in his life.  A drug dealer who’d cut into the Combination’s profits had been taken out, along with a few associates.  Jack had checked the dealer’s pulse and it had stopped.  But at some point, the pulse resumed, because moments later the dealer was sitting up with a gun pointed at Jack’s back.  Betty stepped into the room at the same time and was a hair quicker.

      Jack owed her.

      He threw his few belongings and shaving kit into the small black duffel bag that served as his traveling bag.  He walked out of the hotel and into the muggy Milwaukee afternoon.  Jack’s rental car, a tan Ford Explorer, sat in the corner of the parking lot.

      He threw the bag inside and fired up the big vehicle, then steered it out of the hotel parking lot.

      Years back, Betty had showed him where she lived.  It had been an act of trust that normally, Jack would have frowned upon.  But at the time, he took it for what it was.  Betty knew Jack was indebted to her.  Besides, they had become lovers over the few months they were together on a long job.  And like most men, Jack considered himself an exception.

      He took a right, went a few blocks, then took another right.  He drove past Betty’s house without looking at it directly.  Her garage door was shut.  Nothing seemed out of the ordinary.  Jack drove around the neighborhood for several minutes, looking for anything that might catch his eye.  A man in a parked car.  A curtain pulled aside surreptitiously.

      But Jack saw nothing that raised an alarm.

      Finally, he drove back and pulled into Betty’s driveway.  Went to the door and rang the bell.

      There was no answer.  He slid the small leather case from the inside of his sport coat and quickly found the right pick.  Moments later, the door popped open and Jack stepped inside, shutting the door quickly behind him.

      Jack remembered the layout of the house.  He stood silently, letting his eyes adjust to the darkness.  His mind took him through the house, remembering the furniture, the places someone could wait for someone like him.

      As it turned out, there was no need for the mental tour.  Everything Jack needed was in the living room.

      He stepped forward, his feet making no sound on the floor.  Betty was on her back, tied to a tipped-over chair.  Her feet, or what was left of them, were sticking straight up into the air.  Against her brown skin, the trails of blood down her legs looked black.

      Jack’s .38 materialized in his hand, but he instinctively knew the killer was gone.

      He knelt beside Betty.  Put his index finger against her neck.  She was dead.  At least half a day.  He gently untied her right arm and tried to raise it.  It hadn’t stiffened.  Probably late last night, Jack thought.

      Jack looked down at Betty.  He remained objective.  His mind swiftly processed the variables, the circumstances, the most likely occurrence of events that could have resulted in this event.

      His fingers tightened on the gun.

      With his left hand, he gently closed her eyes.

      And then he left, wiping away any of his prints, erasing any signs of his presence.
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      The Spook was the best.  He knew it.  And those who employed hired killers knew it, too.

      That’s what had pissed him off so much about the black woman.  “We’re both professionals,” she had said.  The Spook had an ego.  It wasn’t huge, but it was there.  In his profession, you had to have one.  You had to believe you were better than the other guy.  You were there to kill him, after all.  If there were even the tiniest smidgen of doubt that you might not be better, how could you go through with anything?

      So it had pissed him off when the little ebony femme had put herself in his league.  It hadn’t been that brutal, though.  Once, he’d sharpened an eight foot tent stake and put it up a fat Israeli banker’s ass until it came out the side of the man’s neck, then hung the stake lengthwise in the bastard’s living room.  The banker had died a slow, humiliating death.

      The press said it took him several hours to die and that when the cops had come, they initially thought someone had skewered a pig in their living room.

      The Spook’s mind slowly turned to the problem of Jack Cleveland.  He had been given two targets, the second unnecessary if the first panned out.

      Well, the first hadn’t panned out.

      Onto the next, the Spook thought.  His laptop computer caught his eye.  All he needed to do was log on to several networks which he still had access to, although he was no longer employed by the CIA.  With a few well-placed bribes and a few more veiled threats, his contacts had remained, and so had his access.

      It wouldn’t take him long to track down the target.

      In the meantime, the fans were clamoring for an encore.
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      “How’s the ravioli?” she asked Liam as she came into the kitchen.  When she'd picked him up at her Mom's, she found out he'd been eating nothing but Frosted Flakes and Pop-Tarts.  It was time to get him back on some kind of routine.  "Routine" seeming like a terribly strange word to her at the moment.

      Liam sat at the end of the table.  His fork was in his little hand, an orange plastic cup full of milk next to his plate. There was tomato sauce on his chin, milk on his upper lip.

      The All-American boy, she thought.

      With the totally messed up mother.

      She’d had enough, though.  It was time to get her shit together.  In the short time that this life crisis had begun, she’d started doing some serious thinking.  And it was time for a drastic overhaul.  Loreli watched her son eating his ravioli and she had a heart swoon kind of moment.

      She was wasting her time as a legal secretary.  She was smart, capable and confident.  It was time to do better.

      She was going to start taking classes again.  She was going to be a lawyer.

      Loreli turned and went into the bedroom where she’d put the suitcase.  She undid the zipper and pulled back the nylon cover.

      Her breath momentarily left her.

      Loreli couldn’t believe how much there was.  She ran a hand over it and felt the paper lightly scratch her palm, the rubberbands catching on her hand.

      Suddenly, a shaft of fear drove itself into her stomach.  She drew her hand back as if it had brushed against a flame.  This money was dangerous.  But she’d been desperate.  What to do now?  Take it to the cops?  She couldn’t do that.  Someone had been shot at the hotel room.  She still needed to find out what had happened.  Maybe it would be on the news websites by now.  She checked her watch.  It was almost five o’clock.  She reached across her bed and grabbed the remote control, turned on the television.

      She looked back at the money.  So much was there.  Loreli wracked her brain, trying to think what she should do.

      There were really only two options.

      One: keep the money.  In that case, it seemed the safest thing would be to rent a bunch of safety deposit boxes and stash the money there.  She would have a key and the bank would have a key.  That seemed like something that was done in the movies.  Not in real life.

      But if she did that, she could just go in and grab some money here and there when she needed it.  She would have to keep it in small enough increments so as not to draw the attention of the IRS.  It would be enough to where if she wanted to start her own firm, there would at least be enough there to keep her and Liam from starving.

      The second option was to give the money back.

      But this option, unbelievably, had even more pitfalls than the first.  Number one, to whom was she exactly supposed to return the money?

      Was it the Mob?

      And if it was, how do you go about giving money back to the Mafia, if that’s what it was?  You can’t exactly look them up in the yellow pages.

      She was kidding herself if she thought this money was come by honestly.  It was bad, tainted, dirty money.

      And it was in a suitcase on her bed.

      With a chill, she realized that someone was going to be coming for it sooner or later.

      But no, she stopped herself.  How could they?  She’d been to the hotel room as a hooker.  A part-time hooker, granted, but still, a hooker.  She hadn’t checked into the room.  No one knew who she was.

      Someone had possibly been following her but she’d ditched him on the ramp to the freeway.  And unless it had been the cops, they wouldn’t be able to trace her license plates or anything like that.  And she was sure no one had followed her home.

      Maybe there was a statute of limitations.  After a year or so it would just be hers.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the handsome head of her favorite news anchor.  She reached for the remote and saw the little icon next to one of his rugged shoulders.

      It said “Homicide,” with a chalk outline next to it.

      She thumbed the mute button and caught:  “in the Prescott Hotel an unidentified male was found shot to death early this afternoon.  Again, we have just learned the identify of the victim.  His name was Dominic Abrocci, he was forty-one years old and found shot to death early this afternoon.”

      "Well, well," a voice said behind her.  She whirled, her heart in her throat.

      Dexter smiled at her.  The gun in his hand was pointed nonchalantly at the center of her chest.

      His eyes lifted and gazed over Loreli’s shoulder.

      “You did have a little bit more,” he said.
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      Loreli was stunned.  This couldn’t be happening.  She stared at Dexter.  He was here.

      Where was Liam?

      This couldn’t be happening, she thought. As if by telepathy, the little boy squirted through the opening between Dexter and the doorjamb, and raced behind Loreli, clinging to her legs.

      “Take it,” she said.  She gestured with a tilt of her head.  “Take the money.”

      She looked into Dexter’s eyes.  They were greenish with a slight blue tint.  They were twinkling at her.  He was clearly enjoying this.

      “Take it all.  Just get out of my house.  Right now.”  She moved away from the money, giving Dexter a straight shot into the room.

      “You're right, honey," he said.  "I will be taking that money.”

      Loreli heard Liam sob.  She reached down and clutched his shoulder.  “It’s okay,” she said.

      Dexter stepped into the room and pressed the gun against Loreli’s forehead.  “How do you know everything’s going to be okay?  You can’t give the little shit a distorted view of the world – when he grows up, it’ll be a giant disappointment to him.  When he’s fifty years old, single, broke, with a drinking problem, he’ll hear your voice saying, ‘it’s all going to be okay,’ and then he’ll curse your memory.”

      He smiled at her, and brought the gun down to his side.

      “Just take the money and go.”

      “Why don’t we put the boy in the living room and have some fun?”

      “Go to hell,” she said.

      “What was such a nice bitch like you doing with Ted?  Jesus Christ, the generosity of women overwhelms me at times.”

      For the first time since all of this had happened, she really wanted to cry.  Just throw herself on her bed and bawl like a baby.  But she couldn’t do it.  She had to get this man out of her house first.  And to do that, she knew what she had to do.

      “Liam, go in the kitchen and finish your ravioli.”

      “I already did.”

      “Then watch some TV in the living room.”

      “Can I watch a video?”

      Jesus Christ, she thought.  “Yes, you can. Now go.”

      But suddenly, Dexter was gone.  He landed a few feet away.  Before her, stood Ted.  The remains of a kitchen chair were in his hands.

      “You knew I couldn’t just leave,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      Loreli found her legs and got to her feet, albeit unsteadily.  She turned around and hugged Liam tightly to her chest.  This insanity had to end, she thought.  She was calling the cops. It didn’t matter at this point if she got into trouble, lost her job, whatever.  None of that mattered in the end.  She had to protect Liam, and she had to protect herself.  Liam was counting on her.

      “Good thing I did, too.  I’ve been meaning to get even with that scumbag for duct taping me to the chair.  Hey, I wonder if this is the same chair?”  he looked at it in his hands.  “What do they call that?  Ironic?”

      “Moronic,” Loreli said.  She walked to Ted and put her hands on his shoulders.  “Ted, thank you.  I owe you that.  But that’s it.  I want you out, right now.”

      He started to protest, but Loreli said, “I’m going to call the cops.  Unless you want to explain this whole mess in person with the cops, and have them search you and your car for any drugs, I suggest you get out of here right now.  And no, I’m not kidding."

      “But,” Ted started, then stopped abruptly.

      “I’m sorry.  Thanks again, but we’re through.  Leave,” she said.  She stepped back, pointed at Dexter’s inert body and said, “And take him with you.  It’s because of your bullshit he’s here, so he’s your responsibility.  Get him out of here.”

      Ted looked soberly at Dexter, his arms spread out to either side.  “Okay, but I’m going to need your help.”

      Loreli nodded, then said to Liam, “Let’s go put a DVD in for you, okay, honey?”

      “Little Bear?”  His young face was pale, and Loreli could see tears pooling, about to come streaming down his face.

      “Little Bear it is.”

      Loreli took Liam into his bedroom and put the DVD on, then came back to her bedroom where Ted was standing over Dexter.

      “Put the money back,” Loreli said.

      “What?”  Ted’s eyes were wide.  Innocent.

      “Put the money back.  It’s not yours.”

      Ted hesitated, then pulled a thick bundle of bills from his pocket.  “I don’t think it’s yours, either.”

      “I’m giving it back to who owns it.  Trust me.  You don’t want to get messed up with it.”

      “Are you sure you want me to go?” Ted asked.

      Loreli looked at him.

      “Okay, okay,” he said.

      They each took a leg and dragged Dexter to the front door.  He was heavy, and both of them felt the strain of lifting his body.  Loreli was scared he would wake up and start getting violent, but Ted had apparently cracked him at the base of the skull, because she could see the blood that had seeped down his back and stained his shirt.

      She had a feeling he wouldn’t be waking up real soon.

      “What should I do with him?” Ted asked.

      “Dump him out on the freeway.  When you’re doing about seventy-five.”

      He straightened up.  “I can’t do that!”

      Loreli looked at him evenly.  “I was kidding.  Take him back to his house and dump him on his front step.  If the neighbors see you, say he’s drunk.”

      Loreli opened the door.

      Tommy Abrocci smiled at her.  Showed her the gun in his hand.

      “Hi, honey,” he said.  “Mind if I come in?”
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      They were calmly sitting in the living room, the suitcase full of money on the coffee table.  From the back bedroom, they could hear the TV going, sounds of Little Bear and his friends learning the lessons of life.

      The adults were learning, too.

      “You shouldn't have messed with me," Tommy said.

      From behind him came the rustling of a plastic shopping bag.  Ted’s eyes glanced behind Tommy and then widened.

      Tommy caught the expression but it was too late.

      Dexter slammed the plastic bag down over Tommy’s head and pulled it tight, then wrapped his muscled forearm around his neck.  He reached for the gun with his free hand.

      Tommy clubbed Dexter’s face with the gun.  When it hit Dexter’s face, his finger tightened convulsively.

      He pulled the trigger.

      Ted flew backward, a blossom of red staining his shirt.  The slug took him dead center in the chest.

      For a brief moment, Dexter froze, looking at the inert body of Ted on the floor. Tommy slid down the couch, out from beneath Dexter’s arm and his face slid out of the shopping bag.

      He was getting to his feet when Dexter leapt from the couch and landed on top of him.  They rolled on the ground, Dexter’s superior strength briefly giving him the advantage, before Tommy’s extra fifty pounds got it back.

      Loreli raced from the kitchen, past the struggling duo on the living room floor, into the bedroom.  She found Liam sitting on his bed.

      “Come on!” she screamed.

      Liam jumped as if he’d been poked by sharp needles.

      “We’ve got to get out of here!” Loreli said.

      “Where are we going, Mommy?”

      “Come on!” she yelled.

      Loreli grabbed Liam’s hand and raced through the living room.

      Dexter and Tommy were struggling for control of the gun.  Ted was moaning softly on the floor.

      Loreli turned to Liam.

      “Go through the kitchen into the garage.  Get in my car and wait for me.  Do it.  Now!”

      “Mommy!”

      “Go, Liam.  I’ll be there in a second.”

      Loreli’s heart was racing.  Her hands shook as she grabbed a kitchen towel and ran back into the living room.  She went to Ted and looked at his bloody chest.  Ted’s face was pale.  His lips were turning purple.

      “Oh my God,” Loreli said.

      She ripped Ted’s shirt open and saw the ugly little hole in the center of his chest.

      As she watched, a small bubble escaped from the wound.  Loreli thought that meant a lung had been hit.

      She knew that the hole in front was small, but that the one in back was probably a lot bigger and a lot messier.  She also knew that if she turned him over, it would do more harm than good.

      Loreli thought of calling 911, but knew that her neighbor, Mrs. Olson, the world’s snoopiest woman, had no doubt already done so.

      Tommy and Dexter had rolled to the far side of the living room.  Loreli watched as Tommy drove an elbow into Dexter’s face.  He toppled backwards, still holding onto Tommy, and they both crashed into the entertainment center.  The whole thing came down with a crash.

      Loreli turned and stopped.  The money was there.  Her first thought was to leave it.

      Her second thought was stronger.

      She slammed the top of the suitcase shut, zipped it up, yanked it off the coffee table and ran through the kitchen.

      From the other room, she heard multiple gunshots and a horrible, wailing scream.

      Loreli got Liam into the car.

      She threw the suitcase into the trunk.

      It was time to go.
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        * * *

      

      Tommy and Dexter stood motionless in a final embrace.  Dexter had three gunshot wounds sprayed across his chest, Tommy had a knife driven directly into his heart.

      They both sank to their knees then toppled over, dying within seconds of each other.

      And neither one of them lived long enough to hear the sound from the garage of the car leaving.
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      Loreli clenched the steering wheel as tightly as she could; it was the only way she could keep her hands from shaking.

      She had to go to the cops. She glanced in the rearview mirror.

      "Is your seat belt on?"

      A tiny voice, "Yeah, Mom."

      And then, "Mom?"

      "I know you've got a lot of questions right now," Loreli said, her eyes bouncing back and forth between the road ahead and the rearview mirror's depiction of the traffic behind her.  "But Mommy can't answer them.  I'm sorry, honey.  I'm so sorry."  She felt tears start to well up and she fought them back.

      Loreli ran a yellow light and headed south toward the local police department.

      Her foot moved from the accelerator to the brake.  She swerved into the middle lane and made a fast turn.

      What am I doing? she thought.  Another voice responded, you're doing what's right.  Just go in, give the money back, and let the law figure it out.  You were an innocent bystander.  You heard someone being murdered, and ran, unwittingly taking a suitcase full of money with you.

      She shuddered at the idiocy of that thought.

      Then again, you work for one of the best law firms in Milwaukee, for God's sake.  They'll get you off with nothing more than a wrist slap.

      Loreli pulled into the parking lot just beyond a row of white police cruisers.  She saw the entrance up ahead.  Two glass doors.  Beyond, she could see a desk.  She also noted the video cameras covering the entrance.

      A wrist slap, sure, she thought.  Immediately followed by a pink slip from her boss.

      She sat up straighter in her seat and used the rearview mirror to look at Liam.  He was looking out the window, no doubt checking out the cop cars close up.  He had a little matchbox cop car that he liked to play with.  Loreli hoped he wouldn't actually get to ride in one - or see his mother hauled away in one.

      A cop came through the swinging doors and walked to the cruiser parked next to Loreli.  In the sunlight, his badge twinkled.  The gun on his belt looked huge.  He had a crewcut, massive shoulders and a barrel chest.  He walked to his car and Loreli stared straight ahead.

      Suddenly, she felt a tightening around her neck.  Her breath caught in her throat.  She knew, instinctively, that he was looking at her.

      She froze, torn between throwing the car into gear or throwing open the door and begging him to help.  Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the blue uniform resume walking and then she heard the car door open and close.  A moment later, the cruiser pulled out in front of her, the cop with the crewcut staring straight ahead.

      Loreli ran her hand along her forehead.  It came away damp with sweat.

      Once the cop pulled out of the parking lot, Loreli raised her right hand to the ignition.  Her hand was shaking uncontrollably.  She turned the key and lifted her right leg, though it took awhile for the muscles in her leg to respond.  The engine revved and Loreli slipped the Camry into gear.

      She had no idea where she was going.

      There were only two things she was sure of.  One, she wasn't going to the cops.

      And two.

      She needed a lawyer.
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      "Oh God, I'm sorry, Carl."

      The light was dim in Carl Ryson's luxurious home.  The great room had a fire going in the fireplace.  Shadows flickered over the textured plaster walls.  Somewhere in another part of the house, Loreli could hear soft classical music playing.  Was it the sound system or was someone playing the piano?

      On the walls hung oil paintings.  They were contemporary, and each one probably cost the equivalent of her annual salary.

      "Don't worry," Carl said.  He was dressed casually in khakis and a white cotton shirt.  "And don't be sorry.  I think we could all use a drink."

      Carl tousled Liam's head.  Loreli said, "Sure, anything you've got I'll take.  Do you want some milk, big guy?"

      Liam shook his head, was already laying his head on Loreli's lap.  She knew he'd be asleep in a few minutes.

      The decision to come to Carl's hadn't been easy, but it had been quick.  She hadn't the time to deliberate and weigh all the factors carefully.  All she knew was that she was in deep shit and Carl Ryson specialized in getting people out of deep shit.  Only difference was, most of his clients had deep pockets to go along with it.

      Carl returned with her drink.  It was Scotch.  Normally, she didn't drink it, but she took a sip and was glad she did.  It was smooth as silk.

      "So why don't you start at the beginning?" Carl said, as he sat across from her in a big leather easy chair.  Loreli felt small and insignificant, the complete apotheosis of the size of her crisis.

      Loreli set down her drink and poured out her story to Carl.  How Dexter had taken Liam.  Her decision to hook part-time to come up with the money.  Then Dexter's arrival at her place, the shoot-out and her decision not to go to the cops.

      "Tell me more about why you couldn't go to the police," Carl said.  “I know a good detective, Ray Mitchell. He works in homicide. A straight shooter.”

      Loreli looked at his strong, clean face.  She trusted him.  It was that simple.

      "I don’t know,” she said.  “I was being followed, and I guess I’m just scared.”  She hated how that sounded, but it was the truth.

      Carl didn't answer.

      Loreli took a sip of the Scotch.  Liam was snoring gently on her lap.  The amber drink was warming her stomach.  A soft fuzziness was sprinkling its way across her forehead.  "And I can't risk getting into trouble.  The courts wouldn't be kind to me - they might take him away."  She stroked Liam's hair and a tear ran down her cheek.

      The Scotch warmed her body and she felt a gentle pressure on her bladder.  "Excuse me, the restroom?"

      Carl gestured toward the hallway.  "Down the hall, first door on the left."

      Loreli made it to the bathroom, opened the door and turned on the light.  The tile was white, with a border of flowers with blue leaves.  The bathroom itself was huge, with an interesting sink that had a floral pattern painted right onto the sink itself.

      Loreli sat on the toilet, tried to relax.  When she was finished, she washed her hands and wondered what the view was like out the small window above the radiator on the far wall of the bathroom.

      She walked to the window and looked out.  She could see the branches from the big maple tree in the front yard.

      The street was empty at this time of night.  Loreli could see a few lights on in the house across the street.  That was a big house, too, not as big as Ryson's but big.  It was a huge Tudor with an imposing front door and a substantial sunroom off the eastern end of the house.  It was a corner lot, and the sunroom, made up almost entirely of windows, threw light onto the space on the street just around the corner.

      Where the Taurus sat.

      The breath caught in Loreli's throat when she saw the car.  She could just make out the shape of a head and shoulders sitting behind the wheel.  Was it the same man who had followed her from the hotel?  How could it be?  How had he found her?  She panicked.

      Threw the door open from the bathroom, tripped over the threshold and landed face down on the carpet of the hallway. Her knee landed wrong and a buzzing pain shot up her lower back.

      She staggered to her feet.  Ryson and Liam were playing checkers.  They both looked up at her in shock.

      "They're here," she said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 45

          

        

      

    

    
      Jack debated about whether or not to have the television on.  Was it too obvious?  Would the Spook see it for what it was?  An actor overplaying his part?  Jack considered it.  He left it on.  Something instinctively told him that the Spook was arrogant.  That his pursuit of a local Milwaukee Mob hit man engendered disdain in the former CIA operative.

      Jack figured that the man had worked in London and Paris, probably even the former Soviet Union.  He'd probably dined at the Savoy, sipped coffee at a Parisian sidewalk café with a glorious female agent.

      Jack figured the Spook would be contemptuous of a local hitter.  The way he'd whacked Betty had screamed it to Jack.  A complete disregard for respect.  The Spook had killed Betty with pleasure.  Jack sensed the man's professional arrogance a mile away.

      So he left on the television.

      Jack shrugged on his Kevlar vest.  He figured the Spook would go for a head shot under normal circumstances, but in a gunfight in a darkened apartment, he would probably go for center mass.  Which might give Jack the edge he needed.

      It was a modest apartment, one of several he maintained in the area.  But of the few times he'd needed to meet someone for "business," this was the apartment he used.  His actual home was thirty miles from Milwaukee.  But the Spook wouldn't know about that one.  No one in the business did.

      The apartment was a one bedroom, one bathroom deal with a small but adequate kitchen, living room and dining room.  There was a foyer with a few pegs on the wall for coats and hats.  The rear of the apartment looked out over an alley where there was a fire escape.  The windows were double hung, with thick glass and a few extra security precautions Jack had installed long ago.  Now, Jack carefully unhooked the casement locks.  He left the windows locked, for while the television wasn't going to be a giveaway, unlocked windows would be.  And the Spook was probably very good.  He'd find a way to get past the locked windows.

      Jack put on his shoulder holster, and checked the automatic.  The magazine was full, hollow-tips.  He put on his other shoulder holster with the same type of gun.  He went into the bedroom and slid the shotgun case out from beneath the bed.  It was a 12 gauge Remington Defender.  From a separate compartment of the shotgun case, Jack extracted a handful of double ought buckshot shells.  He thumbed them into the gun's magazine until it was full.

      Jack walked through the apartment, running through the scenarios in his mind.  It was a slight gamble.  But Jack was relatively confident.  He knew that Romano had assumed either he or Betty had stolen the money.  Being the kind of man he was, Romano figured Betty had stolen it.  So the Spook had started there.  After shooting off her toes, the Spook had no doubt reported back to Romano that Betty hadn't taken the money.

      In which case, Romano had no doubt ordered him to take out Jack.

      Jack went down the hallway and paused, listening.  He had primed his ears for any movement on the fire escape.  In his own mind, Jack went through how he would handle this hit.  And the answer was obvious.  Enter from the fire escape.

      If he were doing it, Jack thought, he'd start with a diversion.

      At that exact moment, there was a knock at the door.

      Jack knew two things.  One, the Spook was a professional.  He'd be listening in on Jack's response to the knock at the door.  He’d hired a lackey to pose as, say, a Fed Ex guy. When Jack sent the man away, the Spook would be through the window.  Or, the Spook may have planted listening devices in Jack's apartment.  Or, most likely, the Spook was waiting right now on the fire escape under the window.  Jack could throw the window open and fire at him, but that would entail some dicey shooting, and he wanted to take him out now.

      So, Jack answered the door.  It was a young kid with a pale face and short blond hair.  He mumbled something about donating to the Sacred Heart Foundation.  Jack told him through the chained door no thanks.  When he closed the door, he heard a slight creak in the bedroom next to the fire escape.  Jack trotted down the carpeted hallway and silently eased off the safety on the Remington.

      He paused just outside the doorway to the bedroom.  Pictured the layout inside.  His heart was racing but his hands were steady.  He briefly thought of Betty, of what this bastard had done to her and he felt the battle lust rise inside him.

      He shoved away from the wall and leveled the shotgun.
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      In an ideal world, the Spook would have silhouetted himself against the window, stood tall and proud and given Jack the best of all worlds:  a clearly defined target ready to be blasted into oblivion by the shotgun.  But Jack knew it wasn't an ideal world, and he knew that his target in this case had been through the drill many times and would never do something so stupid.

      So Jack wouldn't even look at the window.  He would look at the corner of the room, where he knew the Spook would already be crouched.  Jack, too, was a pro, although that point would be hotly debated by a man like the Spook.  So Jack knew enough not to silhouette himself in the doorway.

      Instead, he dove and rolled past the doorway.  The Spook was in the corner.  The only problem was, he was in the wrong corner.  Jack had chosen the right corner, thinking it provided the best angle for the Spook to shoot.  But the Spook was in the other corner.  In the split second it took Jack to swing his shotgun in the other direction, the Spook fired.

      Jack was still moving, though, so the slug glanced off the Kevlar vest near the edge of Jack's abdomen.  It twisted him slightly and the blast from his shotgun blew a hole in the wallboard directly next to the Spook's head.

      The Spook moved.

      He bounded across the room, one step ahead of Jack's shotgun.  Jack fired once, twice, three times, and a fourth, before the Spook dove through the window.  Jack saw the figure move across and over the fire escape with surprising speed.  One last blast from the shotgun pierced the air where the Spook had just been.

      Jack cursed.  The acrid smell of gunpowder hung in the air.  Jack's ears buzzed from the deafening sounds of the shotgun.

      The Spook wouldn't try again.  Not anytime soon.  And Jack didn't want to wait.

      He doubted he'd earned the assassin's respect, probably just his caution.

      Which meant that the man would be on guard from here on out.

      Which was fine with Jack.

      Because next time, Jack would take it to him.
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      Nick Falcone was thinking about redemption.  The concept, not the word. Nick’s vocabulary wasn’t exactly expansive.  But he knew about the importance of making good after a giant screwup.

      Romano had torn him a new one for letting Tommy tell him to go pick up some scones at Great Harvest.  Nick felt like the move on his part was warranted.  After all, Tommy was his boss, and he'd set it up so that if he'd disobeyed Tommy, he would have been disobeying Gloria.  And that you simply did not do.

      He kept the excuse to himself, rightfully figuring that it wouldn't buy him anything with the boss.

      Nick walked into the study, noticed that Romano had built a huge fire in the fireplace.  The logs were crackling and popping.  The boss was sitting in a big leather chair, his feet on an ottoman near the fire.

      Falcone walked closer.

      "Nick."

      Falcone stopped in his tracks, noticed the cell phone resting on the arm of the big leather chair.  Another log popped in the fireplace and Falcone jumped slightly.  He was nervous.  Had every right to be nervous.  The meeting he'd initiated between himself and Jack Cleveland was still fresh in his mind.  If the boss knew about that, well, Falcone figured he could think of something to say, some reason, but he didn't even want to think about it.

      "Sit."

      Falcone moved to a similar chair across from Romano.  Nick was digging this.  With Tommy gone, maybe there was room for him to move up.  The glass ceiling now had spiderwebbed enough maybe for him to squeeze his sweet ass in alongside the boss.  The larvae-like thoughts of ascension made Nick warm with power.

      Romano handed him a slip of paper.  “Go to this address.  Right now.  Take a couple of the guys with you.  The hooker Tommy was with is there.  So is a suitcase I want.  Make sure there's money and some recordings in there.  If you can't find the suitcase, bring me the hooker.  She's a blonde."  Romano consulted the paper.  "Loreli.  She might be with her son.  Try not to bring the boy, but if it's unavoidable, do it."

      "Okay, boss."

      "Nick?"

      "Yeah, boss."

      "This is important.  I don't want to find out that when the shit went down you were playing with yourself, right?"

      "Right."
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      Falcone left the room and passed Gloria Romano at the doorway.  He said hello and she breezed past him, barely registering his presence with a slight nod.  She went to her husband, who had lifted his feet from the ottoman and placed them on the floor, like a punch drunk prizefighter playing rope-a-dope.

      "Vin," she said, "it's time for you to go upstairs.  There's a hot bath waiting.  Enough of the hushed conversations and secure phone calls."

      He looked at her then.  She rarely interfered with his business.  But this wasn't business, he thought.  Could it be that she still had concern for him?  That she still loved him after all these years of tempered indifference?

      He didn't know.

      And he realized that he didn't care.  He never really knew Gloria. She was bright, funny, charming as hell when she wanted to be.  But she was also the most highly compartmentalized human being he'd ever known.  There were drawers in her psyche he'd never been able to open.

      After a while, he'd simply stopped trying.

      He checked his watch.

      It was late, but he had no intention of sleeping.  He intended to take the bath, relax, then get ready for the arrival of Falcone, the hooker, the suitcase of money, and incriminating evidence the rat Tommy Abrocci had made.

      He heaved himself to his feet.  Gloria walked with him into the hallway and the foot of the stairs leading up to the master suite.

      "I'll make some tea.  Go ahead."

      Once he'd made it halfway up the stairs, Gloria returned to the den, picked up the cell phone and proceeded to have one of those hushed conversations and secure phone calls against which she'd warned her husband.
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      The sun was sinking slowly in Jack Cleveland's rearview mirror.  Traffic was light, especially the eastbound lanes.  It was cool enough to leave off the car's air conditioner.  Instead, Jack had cracked a window.

      His cell phone was at his ear, and he was listening, an act that seemed to be happening with more and more regularity.

      Usually, Jack Cleveland got very few phone calls.  Solicitors.  Old friends.  Even wrong numbers.  He hardly got any of them.  His number was unlisted, naturally, and if he were counting, he probably averaged one or two phone calls a month.  In the last few days, he'd received nearly a year's quota.

      The woman on the other end of the line puzzled him.  There was something about the voice that he seemed to recognize, that triggered a vague memory that was too far, too distant for him to place.  But he knew it wasn't a wrong number.

      The woman told him about a suitcase, about a hooker, and about an errand that Nick Falcone was about to run.

      She urged him to beat Falcone to the punch.

      Jack listened to the address and then ended the call without uttering more than a monosyllabic grunt.

      Jack considered the information.  Was it right?  Was it a trap? Who would be trying to trap him?  What could he lose? Was it the FBI?

      He tackled the issues one at a time.

      A trap.  Not likely.  Certainly, Vincenzo Romano had no interest in trapping him.  Vincenzo Romano wanted to kill him.

      The FBI?  Now they would like to nab him.  But what could they get him for?  Driving by a lawyer's house?  Not likely.  Besides, they would want him for murder.  And none of the cases they would be trying to pin on him, if they knew about him at all, an issue Jack wondered about, would hinge on a singular cell phone call in which no names were exchanged and no definitive information was relayed.

      So it wasn't a trap.

      Was it a setup?  Much more likely.  But still not probable.  Usually, calls like those were from old friends who were chosen to make the target comfortable, to put them in a setting in which the idea of a hit was the farthest thing from their mind.  A phone call from a mystery woman directing him to an unknown house in St. Claire Shores seemed to be a terribly ineffective trap.  Especially for someone like Jack, who would be on guard and would not be taken easily.

      So it wasn't an ambush or a prelude to a hit.

      Which left only one option.

      It was the truth.
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      "Who's here?" Ryson asked.  He seemed nonplussed by Loreli’s hysteria.

      It was almost as if he'd been expecting something like this.

      "They are," she said.  A twinge of pain from her knee shot up her back.  "Whoever owns the suitcase.  Whoever followed me.  We've got to get out of here.”

      Liam watched from the checkerboard.  He went still and tried not to look at Loreli.  He picked up two of the checkers and held them in his small hands.

      Carl looked at Liam, then at Loreli.  He said, "Hold on a minute."  He got up, and returned with a newspaper.  He opened it and paged through until he came to the story he was looking for.

      "Dominic Abrocci?" he asked Loreli.  "Ever heard of him?"  Loreli shook her head.

      "We don't have time for this!" she said.

      Carl brought the paper over to her and showed her the picture.  She read for a moment and then took a sharp breath.  Carl took the paper back and read aloud.  "Dominic Abrocci, twin brother of known Mob associate Tommy Abrocci, was found shot to death in the Prescott Hotel.  Tommy Abrocci has reputed ties with Milwaukee mob boss Vincenzo Romano."

      "Vincenzo Romano?" Loreli asked.

      Carl nodded.  "You don't want to mess around with him.  On the bright side, at least we know whose money it is."

      "Oh my God," Loreli said. "You mean that's a mob guy sitting out there in that Taurus?  What's he waiting for? What are the odds?  My first…appointment…in two years and I end up with some guy who works for the head of the Milwaukee mob?"

      "You want to know even crazier odds?  What are the odds that you've been working for Romano, too?"

      Loreli looked at him.

      Carl Ryson, attorney-at-law, slid a handgun out from beneath the rest of the folded paper.

      The gun looked huge to Loreli.

      Liam dropped the checkers to the carpet.  Loreli crossed the room and took him in her arms.  She could feel the dampness of his tears through her shirt.  She kicked out at the checkerboard in anger.  The pieces went flying across the living room carpet.

      "Sorry, Loreli," Ryson said.  His silver hair seemed to shine in the ambient light of the room.  His face looked strong, the lines deep.  His eyes shone with a malicious glint.  "But Gibraltar Enterprises?  That's the dummy corporation I set up…no, we set up… for Mr. Romano.  Unfortunately for you, Vincenzo Romano pays the bills around here."

      "No, you can't…"

      "Come now, Loreli, don't look so shocked!  After all, you're a bit of a criminal yourself, correct?"

      Loreli felt her face go red.  "What's that supposed to mean?"

      Ryson laughed.  "Do you really think I wouldn't take the time to find out as much as I could about my new secretary?  That I wouldn't check your record; both official and unofficial?"

      For about the tenth time that day, Loreli realized just how stupid she'd been.

      "I specifically picked you because I thought it might be good to have a secretary who isn't afraid to break the law.  Unfortunately, you went too far with it.  You broke the law, and stole from Vincenzo Romano.  Bad, bad girl."

      "Gibraltar Enterprises?"

      "I figured you might find out who really owns it, who I really work for.  Who we really work for.  A good secretary sees and hears a lot.  Hiring you was a little extra insurance that if things went bad and the cops came around, you'd be willing to work with me.  Unfortunately, all this had to happen first."

      Carl eased back the hammer on the pistol.

      "You can't do this, Carl.  You can't kill us!"

      "I have no intention of killing you," he said.  "Vincenzo Romano may have his own intentions, however."

      "You kept this all from me.  From us."

      He looked downright melancholy when he said, "Chalk it up to attorney-client privilege."
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      Agent Macaleer made his move without much hesitation.  He'd taken money from Vincenzo Romano. He'd given him information.

      And now he was ripping him off.

      Well, what did the jackass expect?  He was a criminal, right?  Cops planted evidence, coerced confessions, broke the law all the time.  And most of the time, they were rewarded for doing so. After all, justice sometimes worked with a heavy hand and a blind eye.

      He moved across the street to the woman's Camry.  He'd followed her.  Watched her.  The suitcase was still in the trunk.

      He tried the driver's window but it was locked.  So far, no motion lights had gone on, no alarms.

      Macaleer pressed his elbow against the driver's side window, brought it back and crashed it against the window.  A stab of pain went through his arm.

      The window remained intact.

      Macaleer got to his feet and, bent low, raced to the edge of the house to a stone landscape border.  His fingers dug out one of the paving bricks and he brought it back to the Camry.

      This time, the glass shattered.

      He reached through, unlocked the door and opened it, then found the trunk release lever near the floor.

      Macaleer popped the trunk, raced back and grabbed the suitcase.  He paused briefly and decided he'd better be sure.  He set the suitcase in the trunk and popped the latches.  The sight of the money and the digital recorders took his breath away.

      He grabbed the suitcase and raced across the street.  He climbed into his car, started the engine and was about to drop the gearshift lever into Drive when the arm came from nowhere and clamped around his neck.

      Moments later, Special Agent Macaleer lost consciousness.
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      Nick Falcone looked at the Camry's broken window.  The shards of glass seemed to wink at him from their spot on the driver's seat.  He looked around the surrounding houses, as if he would be able to spot which neighbor had broken into the car, even though he knew that it hadn't been a neighbor or a passing vandal.

      "Goddamnit," he said.

      Filling Tommy Abrocci's shoes was going to be a very tough job if he had to keep going back to Vincenzo Romano with bad news.  The thought sent a tremor down Falcone's spine.  He pictured the boss's face when Falcone told him that someone else had stolen the suitcase with the money.  Shit, he thought.  Things were getting worse!  How could he put a positive spin on this?  He had to figure something out to take to the boss.

      He went into the house, passed through the lawyer's fancy-ass foyer and went into the living room, where two of his men were holding Ryson, the bitch and the little punk at gunpoint.

      They'd already been through the house with a fine tooth comb.  He couldn't afford to waste any more time.

      He signaled for his men to take Ryson and the boy into the next room.  The boy cried and whimpered as he was pulled away.

      "Mommy!" he called.

      "Liam it's okay.  Go."

      She looked at Falcone, the meaning in her eyes.  "I'll be with you in a minute."

      Falcone thought she looked tough and strong.  He brought the gun out from his pocket and placed it against her forehead.

      "Tell me where the money is. I'm telling you, you do not want me to take you back to Vincenzo Romano's house.  I'll have to tell him that the money is gone but that I've got you.  He's going to be mad.  I've seen him mad.  You haven't.  I once saw him chop a guy's tongue off, and it was no big deal.  So for both our sakes, just tell me where the cash is and we don't have to go through it."

      "It's in the trunk of my car.  If you can't find it, then someone else took it.  Maybe Carl."

      This was no good.

      Falcone stood up.

      "I don't know why you want to do this to me," he said.
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      Loreli struggled against the duct tape, but it was no use.  Whoever had done this to her had done the same thing to other people. And probably lots of times.  The bastard was probably the duct-tape-people-to-chairs world champion.  The chair was a basic wood straight back.  Loreli's arms were pulled behind her, her ankles were taped to the front legs of the chair.

      A strip of tape was over her mouth, as well.

      She looked again at her surroundings.  A dank basement.  Chipped linoleum tiles.  Pipes overhead.  Twenty-year-old paneling on the walls.  Directly beneath the chair, she could just see the edge of a drain.  With a sinking feeling, she realized why the chair had been positioned over it.  It made sense.  There would be a lot less blood to mop up this way.

      Loreli thought again of Liam.  Once, about a half hour ago, she thought she'd heard his voice.  Her heart had leapt at the sound. It sounded like a laugh, and she prayed to God that it had been.  Loreli didn't know much about the Mob.  She vaguely remembered that they supposedly left women and children alone.  But then again, she remembered a story about some mobsters in New York who had ambushed the sister of an informant as she dropped her kid off at daycare.  They'd shot her five times in broad daylight.

      Suddenly, Loreli didn't like her chances.

      She strained against the duct tape again, but it seemed to only tighten her bonds.  There had to be a way.  She thought about tipping over the chair and trying to smash it into pieces, then getting free.  But as she strained against the chair, she didn’t feel the slightest give in its joints.  It was solid and well-built.  They obviously knew what they were doing.

      Loreli looked around the basement, struggling to find anything she could use to free herself.

      There was nothing.

      And then the light went on.

      The stairs creaked as several men, speaking in hushed tones, descended the basement steps.  Loreli's eyes were still adjusting when the men separated, the larger, heavyset man went and sat in the darkened corner.  The younger man, in a tight black silk T-shirt that showed off his heavily muscled arms stood in front of Loreli.

      Casually, as if reaching for his wallet or swatting at a fly, he slapped her across the face.  Her head snapped back.  Her face felt numb.  Loreli slowly felt the sting fade, but the shock of it remained.  She couldn't remember the last time a man had hit her.  Liam's father.  But then, she'd hit back.  Loreli felt a surge of anger wash over her.  She strained against the chair. Tried to raise her arms to hit back.

      But it was no use.

      The man slapped her again.

      The pain was white-hot.  The stinging sensation remained.  Loreli tasted blood in her mouth.  Her teeth had sunk into the inside of her cheek.  She wanted to spit, but the duct tape was across her mouth.  She swallowed the blood.

      Right now, she had to use her wits to get her out of here.  To get upstairs.  To get Liam.  She focused.  Braced herself against the next slap.

      The man's hand came forward and Loreli turned her face, hoping to take some of the force off the blow.  Instead, the man's hand stopped at her face, grabbed the duct tape, and ripped it from her face.  The tape stung as it pulled against her skin, but the pain was minimal.  She tried to spit, but her mouth was dry.

      "Where is it?" the younger man asked.

      "In the trunk of my car," she said.  Her voice sounded weak and feeble.  The words clumped together.  She realized her lips were swollen.  Her tongue felt thick.

      This time, the slap was harder.  Her head rocked back.  She felt blood flow freely from her mouth.

      "Try again," the man said.

      "I haven't taken a dime.  I put it in the trunk of my car and drove to Carl Ryson's house."

      The younger man stepped back into the darkened gloom of the basement and spoke in hushed tones for a moment with the heavyset man.  The younger man climbed the stairs.  He closed the door.  She listened intently as the floorboards above her creaked.  She heard distant voices and the older man's heavy breathing from the other side of the basement.

      "Mr. Romano?" she asked hesitantly.  She thought she heard the breathing catch for a brief second.  But then it resumed.

      "Look, I didn't know what I was doing.  I didn’t know it was your money.  I heard the man get shot in the next room and I ran.  I took the money.  My boyfriend owed a drug dealer some money so I took it.  It was stupid. But I haven't taken a single dollar.  It was all right there in my trunk.  I swear to God."

      Silence.

      And then the basement door opened and the younger man walked down the stairs.  He moved slowly, as if he was tired.  But as he emerged, Loreli saw that he was carrying something on his back.  A chair.  A toy chair.  With a teddy bear on it.

      Loreli realized with horror that it wasn't a teddy bear.

      It was Liam.

      The younger man set the chair down directly in front of Loreli.  She saw that Liam was duct taped in the same manner as she was.  Except he had on a blindfold.

      The man in the silk T-shirt stood, pulled a gun with a silencer on it from behind his waistband.  He casually put it against Liam's head.

      "Now," he said, “let's try this again."
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      "Hello, Tommy," Amanda Rierdon said.  "This just hasn't been a good week for the Abrocci family, has it?"  She looked down at the dead man.  The resemblance was truly amazing.  It was like the same guy had been killed twice - in two different locations.

      She stood in the middle of Loreli Carson's living room.  The scene was your typical crime scene mess:  furniture turned over.  Broken glass. Blood everywhere.  Tommy Abrocci's body sprawled on the ground, surrounded by blood.  The body of an unidentified black male nearby.  Blood around him, too.  A third man, a white male, nearby.  He'd been shot in the chest.

      Amanda was beginning to admire the hell out of this Loreli Carson woman.  Jesus, she came out of a mob hit and now a virtual blood bath in her own home.  And she was gone.  Not a trace of her.

      Amanda looked around the house.  One step up from trailer trash, she thought.  A shitty little house in a crappy neighborhood. The furniture, what was left of it, was wood veneer over flimsy fiberboard.  The kind of stuff that looks decent new and a year later it's sitting out on the curb.

      Amanda idly wondered if the home had at least been neat and clean.  The kitchen was.  As were the two back bedrooms.  So at least she wasn't a slob.  But something told her that this woman had a lot more going for her than it looked.  She was a secretary at a good law firm.  She had a son.  And she did some part-time hooking.

      Now Amanda had Tommy.  But she didn't have the recordings that Tommy had made of Vincenzo Romano.  The stuff that would lock up the bastard and throw away the key.  The stuff that would tack on a few extra consonants after Rierdon's name.

      A promotion.  More money.

      And a fringe benefit or two.

      Amanda turned back and surveyed the damage on display in the living room.  What a thing, she thought.

      She saw Rupert staring at her.

      "What?"

      Rupert looked at her nervously.  "We talked to her boss, Carl Ryson. He says he hasn't seen or heard from her since work on Friday."

      "You spoke to Ryson?"

      Rupert said he did.

      "And he claims Loreli never called him.  Never made any kind of contact with him?"

      "That's right."

      "Bullshit.  She's scared.  She's running around, not sure where to go.  She would want a lawyer and a good one."

      "Ryson’s one of the city's best criminal defense attorneys."

      "Believe me, I know who he is.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They rode in silence.  The night was still, traffic light.  Amanda watched the cars pass them by as Rupert expertly drove the car.  At last, he asked the question that no one had brought up in some time.

      "Still no word from Macaleer?"

      Rierdon looked out the car window.  It had been a long day and a long week.

      And to think that despite her best efforts, her best work, it could all be undone by a lackey she had been ragging on for more than a year.

      It was probably that karma bullshit.

      Macaleer, she thought.  If I ever get ahold of you, I'll wring your neck.

      "Shut up and drive," she said to Rupert.
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      Jack circled the Romano compound in silence.  His black jeans and black long-sleeved shirt blended into the surrounding darkness.  It was a cool night, with a full moon and a few hundred stars.  The wind whipped off of Lake Michigan and the occasional car heading down Lakeshore Drive illuminated the carefully landscaped grounds of Romano's estate.

      Jack knew that the security was intense.  The perimeter would be guarded by several laser trip beams, maybe even some heat sensors and certainly plenty of video cameras, some equipped with infrared technology.

      The job at hand didn't require stealth, though, in fact, quite the opposite.  It was important, however, for Jack to cross the grounds and get back to the groundskeeping cabin at the back of the estate.  Now, he ran low across the grass and slid behind a low rock wall.  Here, he was blocked from view and the probing sensors of Romano's security system.

      The Romano estate was laid out parallel to the waterfront.

      Jack was now on the northern side of the property, crawling on his belly toward the lake.

      In less than a minute, he was there.  He peeked over the low wall and looked at the house.  Because it looked out onto the lake, Romano had no window treatments, at least none that Jack could see.  Anyone with a boat and a good pair of binoculars could see the front rooms of Romano's estate.  Now, at night, Jack could look right in.

      He saw no one.

      He picked the flimsy lock on the groundskeeping shed and slipped inside.  His eyes took in the shed's contents:  several riding mowers, two push mowers, several gas-powered trimmers and edgers.  There were pruning shears as well as bags of fertilizer, bags of seed and mulch.

      With a small penlight, he carefully made his way to the back of the shed, where he found what he was looking for.

      The gas cans were lined up from right to left.  There were five smaller ones, then one large can that most likely held at least twenty gallons.  Jack carried the smaller cans to the front of the shed and then peeked out.

      There was still no movement.  There should have been at least one guard outside, but Jack had watched him go in the house a minute ago.  They usually went in to take a leak, but sometimes they went up to the kitchen and got a beer or smoked a cigar before making their way back outside.  When Jack had kept an eye on the house earlier, he'd seen the guard pretty much get drunk by the end of his shift.  He hoped that's what this one was doing, too.

      Jack pulled out his silenced .38 and trained it on the two video cameras mounted at the corner of the house.  One pointed to the south, one to the north.  But Jack figured that both were motion-activated.

      He would have no more than sixty seconds to pull it off.

      Jack casually lifted the gun and fired, shattering the lenses of both cameras.  The sound of the bullets hitting the cameras was minimal, as was the tinkling of glass on the patio bricks.

      Jack trotted out from the shed with three of the gas cans.  He opened the first one, splashed gasoline on the edge of the house as well as the wooden patio furniture.  He started to turn back toward the shed, but then spotted the outdoor grill and its twin propane tanks underneath.  He debated for a moment whether or not he had time, then decided that he did.  He worked quickly, unhooking both cables from the propane tanks and opening both valves.  The propane gushed from the tanks with twin hisses.  He opened the second and third cans and sloshed gasoline onto the propane tanks, then in a trail back to the shed.  He opened the fourth and splashed the twenty-gallon can with the rest of the gas.  He also opened its top.

      Jack heard voices outside and figured that the preliminary investigation into the disabling of the video cameras was about to begin.  He double-checked to make sure that he hadn't spilled any gas on himself or his clothes, then made his way to the low wall which had given him shelter before.

      He took out the rag he'd found in the shed and dabbed it in the first gas can.  He took out a lighter, lit the edge and tossed it into the middle of the gasoline trail.  One rolling flame went toward the house, the other deeper into the shed.

      Jack was halfway across the lawn when he heard two small explosions followed by one that was much, much louder.

      He figured he had another sixty seconds.
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      The first thing she noticed was the checkerboard, its edge poking out from the lower shelf of an end table in Carl Ryson's impressive living room.  Ryson himself sat on the center cushion of the leather couch, Amanda in the club chair across from him.  Rupert stood silently behind both of them, his hands crossed in front of him, like a defensive back ready to plug a hole should a running back break through the line.

      "So, Milwaukee's premiere power attorney," Amanda said, "linked behind closed doors to Vincenzo Romano's Gibraltar Enterprises."

      Ryson's face twitched every so slightly, and Amanda caught it.  “What, you like to play checkers in your spare time?"

      Ryson, having recovered, said, "My nephews were over earlier.  They beat me eight out of ten games."

      "Eight out of ten?" Amanda asked.  "I would have thought with your strategic ability, your penchant for slick maneuvering that you would have done better."

      "It was just a game and they are kids, after all," Ryson said, an easy smile on his face.

      "What a coincidence," Amanda said.  "Loreli Carson and her son Liam are missing, and her boss just happens to have had a nephew or two over.  Too bad they weren't here at the same time, they could've played together.  It would have been a regular kid party in Carl Ryson's stately home."

      "I love children," Ryson said, shrugging his shoulders.  "They're so much more honest and trustworthy than adults."

      Amanda said nothing, her eyes boring into Ryson.  They had dug around Ryson’s background as best they could in the limited time they had, and she was playing a hunch.

      Ryson stood.  "Speaking of children, it's way past my bedtime.  Are you planning on charging me with anything, Special Agent Rierdon?"

      "I'm planning on charging you with racketeering, conspiracy to commit fraud, perjury and murder.  Just not tonight."

      "In that case–"

      Amanda's cell phone chirped and she snatched it to her ear.  She held it there as she listened, then raced from Ryson's home, leaving the giant oak door wide open.

      "Where to?" Rupert asked, crashing in behind the wheel.

      "Vincenzo Romano's house.  He's having a party and didn't invite us.  We'll just have to crash it."
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      The blast rattled the windows throughout the Romano mansion.  Even the three foot by two foot basement windows.  Someone had spray painted them with white paint and installed security bars.  But now, the blast shook them so badly that one of them cracked.

      Loreli heard Liam whimper and started to say something to calm him down but just then, the big man in the corner rose from his seat and thundered up the stairs.  The other man, the one in the T-shirt, followed him.

      Loreli didn't know how long she'd have.  She had to get out.  She had to get Liam free.

      She tipped the chair over and squirmed on her side toward the window that had cracked.  She moved like a spastic snake, herking and jerking the chair, moving it a few inches at a time.  She cut her fingers and legs on the glass until she managed to get a fairly good sized chunk of glass in her hands.  She turned it, but too quickly and it sliced a furrow in her index finger.  The glass became slippery with blood and Loreli almost dropped it, but she got a better hold and slowly pressed it against the duct tape.

      She yelped as she cut her forearm.  The blood was everywhere now, but she kept sawing at the duct tape.  The man had wrapped it several times, so she had at least three, four, maybe even five layers to get through.  It was slow going.
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      Jack shot the first man out of the house.  The .38 slug took the top of the man's head off and he crumpled.  The next man was halfway out the door when he saw his dead coworker.  He stopped and started to duck back into the house when Jack shot him in the chest.

      He sank to his knees and fell on his ass, his back slumped against the wall of the house.

      The third man out stopped at the edge of the doorway, and Jack fired through the windows on each side of the door until his gun was empty.  He sprang to his feet and raced for the other side of the house, keeping low.

      Jack moved quickly and with no wasted motion, navigating the carefully landscaped grounds with ease.  He'd already picked out his next point of entry.  A small balcony on the second floor.  A picnic table sat ten yards away.  Jack dragged it underneath the balcony, climbed on top, then jumped and caught the handrail of the balcony.  He pulled himself up and slid over the top.  The door to the balcony was a sliding glass door.

      It was unlocked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 59

          

        

      

    

    
      Loreli felt the last layer of duct tape give way and she pulled her arms free.  The circulation wasn't good.  She felt tingles all along her arms, waited a moment and felt the blood trickle down before regaining some sense of feeling.

      She felt along the circle of tape and found the outer edge.  She pinched it with her fingers and pulled the tape off in layers.  Her hands were covered in blood.

      Loreli got to her feet and ran to Liam.  "It's okay, honey.  We're going to get out of here."  She pulled the duct tape from his eyes and he cried out in pain.  He started sobbing as Loreli worked his hands and legs free.

      "Mommy."

      "Shh.  It's okay."  Loreli's hands shook as she worked the last of the tape from Liam's legs.  She knelt in front of him and swept him into her arms.  She felt his small body against hers, felt the warmth. "I'm so sorry, Liam.”

      The boy continued to cry into her shoulder.  She wiped the tears from his face.  She said, "We've got to get out of here.  We've got to be strong.  Okay, Liam?"

      The boy looked at her, his wide eyes brimming with more tears.  He nodded.

      Loreli stood and took his hand in hers.  She lifted him off the chair and he stood, feebly.  "My legs," he said.  Loreli dropped to her knees and rubbed his legs.  She squeezed his thighs, his calves, rubbed them until he said, "That hurts, Mom."

      She got to her feet and they hurried toward the basement stairs.

      Suddenly, gunfire erupted.  Liam clung to Loreli. She considered waiting in the basement.  No.  She would certainly be dead if she stayed here.  Her only hope to get Liam out safely was to make a break for it.

      Loreli climbed the stairs, Liam behind her.

      She could hear screams and shouts and more gunfire.

      "Please God," she said.

      And then she put her hand on the knob and turned it.

      Loreli was in the hallway, debating which way to go, when the big hand came out of nowhere and clamped across her mouth.  She grabbed Liam and pulled him toward her, even as the strength of the man behind her put enormous pressure on her spine.

      "Move," he said.
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      Jack moved briskly through the great room, firing as he went.  The two men standing by the door he took out first.  Another man running in from the garage Jack shot between the eyes.  He heard a wisp of movement and whirled just in time to see a man swing a baseball bat at him.  He ducked, but the bat caught him a glancing blow.  He dropped to the floor and shot the man in the chest.

      Jack looked at the man.

      Nick Falcone.

      "Shit, sorry about that Nick," Jack said, stepping over the dead man and hurrying down the hallway.

      The cops would be here any minute.

      The question was, where was Romano?

      He circled around past the kitchen, thought he heard a whisper, maybe a child’s voice, down the hall.  He stayed low, then ducked into the library.

      And came face-to-face with Vincenzo Romano.

      He was holding a woman in front of him and a boy was clinging to her. She was blonde, thin and quite beautiful.

      The woman next to Romano said to Jack, "Please help."

      Her eyes begged him and Jack looked at Romano.

      "A woman and a boy?"

      Romano laughed.  "Not my style, but it couldn't be helped.  This was Tommy's all-time screwup, too bad he didn’t live long enough to witness it."

      "Put the gun down, Vincenzo, I'm not here for you."

      "You blew up my house, killed most of my men.  You sure you're not here for me?"

      "It was the only way I knew how to get you to call the Spook."

      Romano laughed.

      "So do it.  Call him."

      A shadow moved at the edge of Jack's peripheral vision.  The slug tore into his shoulder as he heard Romano's words:

      "I already did."
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      Rierdon was nearly five blocks from Romano's estate when she saw the flashing lights of the police cars.  The streets were nearly empty, the local populace safely ensconced in their palatial homes for the evening.

      Rupert gunned the car past the local police cruisers and slid to a stop in front of Vincenzo Romano's home.  The flames were coming from nearly every window in the house. She leapt from the car, her gun drawn.  She radioed in to headquarters and requested backup.

      This was the moment she'd been waiting for.  Romano had screwed up, and by the look of things, maybe for the last time.  But she wanted to make sure he was dead or that she could put him away forever.

      Amanda wondered who else was in the house.

      Everything was at stake for her.

      Professionally.

      And personally.
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      The gunshot had barely registered in Loreli's mind when she felt the man's grip around her neck relax.  With sudden, vicious power, Loreli threw her elbow back into the center of the man's chest.  It wasn't much, but the fat man's arm flew off her and he screamed in pain.

      The gun dropped to the floor.

      Loreli didn't stop to wonder what was happening.  She scooped up the gun with one hand and grabbed Liam with the other.  She ran down the hall.  She had to get out of the house. Flag down a ride or call a cab.  And then what?  She didn't know.  But she knew she and Liam had to get away.

      The hallway fed out onto two more hallways and what looked to be a sitting room.

      Loreli whirled.  The big man had disappeared from the hallway.  She pulled Liam into the first hallway and raced down its length.  It ended in a bathroom.

      She turned around and ran back from where she'd come.  Loreli found the glass doors of the great room and crashed through them.

      She scooped up Liam and put him over her shoulder, then took off at a dead run along the grass of the mansion's grounds.  Even in the dark, Loreli could make out the dips and rises of the ground.  She ran faster than she'd ever run before.  She felt no exhaustion, no pain.  Her hair was flying behind her.  Liam was sobbing, his voice spasmodic from his body bouncing on Loreli's shoulder.  Get to the road.  Get away.  She had nothing left, now.  No job.  No home.  Nothing.  She would get on a bus with Liam and just go.

      She scampered down the driveway toward Lakeshore Drive.  She could hear traffic.  The world was outside.  The nightmare was almost over, she thought.

      She hit the last thick stand of shrubbery and pushed her way through only to have a spotlight hit her face with such intensity that her eyes were momentarily blinded.

      Loreli sank to her knees as she saw the silhouettes of big bodies fanning out around her.  "Oh God," she said.  She had come so close.  Romano's men.  There were just too many of them, she thought.  She thought of the cellar again.  Of the torture.  What they would do to Liam.

      "Please…" she said, sobbing.  Her hair hanging down on her face.  She cradled Liam in her arms and rained kisses down on his face.  "I'm sorry," she said.

      And then a woman spoke.

      "Loreli, you do take the party with you, don't you?" she said.

      The spotlight was averted and Loreli looked up into two smaller, green spotlights, surrounded by a halo of red.

      "Amanda Rierdon.  FBI."
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      Jack fired at the moving figure, but knew instinctively that none of his bullets found their mark.  The man was just too quick.  And now he was gone.  Jack got to his feet and tested his body.  Nothing broken, nothing hurt too badly.  The shoulder wound was bleeding profusely, but he could move his arm with only marginal difficulty. No muscle or nerve damage.

      Jack looked around the great room.  A fire was raging on one side of the house, and he swore he heard a woman speaking through a bullhorn.  Which meant the cops were here.  And that meant there was only one way out.

      Jack raced across the great room, out the wide French doors, and into the night.
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      "Kiss my Italian ass," Vincenzo Romano said.  He was sweating, uncomfortable and in a great deal of pain, both physically and psychologically.  This flaming red-haired bitch across the table from him wasn't helping matters.

      "Vinny, Vinny, Vinny. You fired on federal officers, V-Man.  You're looking at some serious time."

      "You're full of shit."

      Just then the door opened, and two men entered. One was a slim bald man in a black Calvin Klein.

      The other was a man with olive skin and jet-black hair. He looked like a cop.

      “Ray Mitchell, Milwaukee homicide,” he said.

      The man in the black suit walked over to Romano.

      "About time, Wally," Romano growled.

      "What are the charges?" asked the man in the suit, an attorney for Romano, Amanda assumed.

      She smiled at him.  "Attempted murder.  Conspiracy to commit murder.  Extortion.  Racketeering.  You name it."

      "Evidence?"

      "There were over a thousand rounds fired at a group of federal officers at Mr. Romano's compound."

      “Not to mention more than a few cops,” Mitchell added.

      "And witnesses who saw Mr. Romano firing?" the attorney countered.

      Rierdon paused.  Before she could respond, the man called Wally said, "Are the other charges this flimsy?"

      Rierdon again didn't speak.

      "Mr. Romano, you will be out of here by the end of the day.  They don't have any evidence.  We'll go before the judge and get this all dismissed.  In the meantime, I expect you'll treat my client with the utmost care.  He just had surgery."

      "That's right, you got a boob job!  I'd forgotten," Rierdon said, another brilliant smile flashing across her face.

      "Kiss my-" Romano started to say, but Rierdon was already gone.  She slammed the door behind her.

      Detective Mitchell followed her out.
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      Jack pulled into the parking structure a half-mile from the freeway.  It was a security guarded parking lot, mostly for the office tower two blocks away.  But it was far enough away from any of Jack's activities that he deemed it reasonably safe.

      Besides, the car he had left here wasn't in his name, anyway.

      Jack took a ticket at the entrance, then went up to the fifth level.  He went to the section marked with an "F" and pulled into a spot next to a tan Buick.  He got out, took a key from his pocket and inserted it into the trunk's lock.

      "Hello, Special Agent Macaleer," he said.

      The trunk swung open and revealed a curly headed man clutching a suitcase to his chest and with a bullet hole between his eyes.
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      The final blow came not from the authorities, nor from the realization that unless there was a miracle, he'd be spending the rest of his life behind bars, confined to a prison cell.

      No, the final blow to Vincenzo Romano came courtesy of his wife.

      Gloria Romano entered the special lockup at FBI Headquarters and stood outside her husband's cell.  Vincenzo thought she'd never looked more beautiful.  The light from the small row of windows near the ceiling cast a faint glow down on her from above, creating a visage of beautiful ivory skin, dark hair and eyes, and swaddling her in the shroud of what Romano thought of as the ultimate what-might-have-been.

      "They wouldn’t let me bring you anything," she said.

      Vincenzo Romano felt shame.  It burned through his body, circled the scar where his left breast used to be and rushed to his face.  He hadn't realized that despite the fact he didn't love Gloria, he still desired her respect.  And now, too late, he knew he'd lost that as well.

      "I'm going to ask for a divorce," she said.

      The shame reached a flash point and instantly blossomed into anger.  Not toward Gloria.  He knew this was coming.  No, the anger was directed at the now deceased Tommy Abrocci.  The rat.  He'd spend the rest of his life dreaming of killing the rat.

      "I'm going away for awhile, too," she said.

      The words came to his throat and he brought them out, painfully, one by one.  "Take it easy, Gloria.  Whoever it is, I hope he makes you happy.  You deserve it."

      The silence fell between them like a curtain after the final act.  They both knew there was nothing else to say.

      "Good-bye," she said.

      Vincenzo Romano sat alone in his cell, save for the final disintegrating scent of his ex-wife's perfume.
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      They sat around the conference table on the 26th floor of the Federal building.  Loreli and Liam on one side, Amanda Rierdon and SAC Vawter on the other.

      Between them, sat Wanda Bernstein, the attorney Loreli had hired.

      "Sign the papers, Loreli," Rierdon said.  "It's the last time we'll make the offer."

      Loreli looked at her attorney and when the woman nodded her approval, Loreli picked up the pen and signed with a flourish.  Her eyes raced over the paper, the words a meaningless jumble.  Only one word was in her head:  freedom.  She was going to make it out of this mess, with Liam intact.  Her own psyche, her self-image, her future were possibly in ruins, but she had Liam and her freedom.  She could work the rest of it out later.

      "The recordings," Rierdon said. From her suitcase, Wanda Bernstein produced the digital recorders she had been given by Loreli, who in turn, had been given them by a man she only knew as “Jack.”

      Loreli watched as Rierdon and her boss seemed to be utterly transfixed by the sight of the tapes made by Tommy Abrocci.  She knew she was forgotten but not gone.  She got to her feet.

      Rierdon looked up.  "I don't know how you survived this, or how you got these," she said.  "You must be blessed."

      "I had a little help," she said, and ruffled Liam's head.

      "We know about that.  We don't know who he was, but we know someone else was involved.  A mystery man.  Why don't you–"

      "We're done here," Wanda interrupted.  "According to the deal, you've got the recordings, Loreli's got her freedom.  There's nothing else for us to discuss."

      Rierdon smiled at the both of them.

      "Oops, you're right," she said.  "Nonetheless, I intend to find out who that person was."

      "Without Loreli's help."

      "That's right," Rierdon said.  "Right after my vacation."
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      Rierdon's flight left at six o'clock in the evening.  She'd had a drink at the airport bar, a dry martini, and had boarded the plane with just minutes to spare.  But she didn't hurry.  The flight wasn't crowded and she was on vacation.  As the plane left the ground, she felt the pressure of the last few months drop from her shoulders.

      The flight landed in Atlanta, refueled, then took off again for Jamaica.  It was nearly four in the morning, Jamaica time, when they landed.  As they descended into Kingston, Amanda could see the turquoise blue water glowing in the pre-dawn darkness.  Her stomach felt light, her heart threatening to leap from her body.

      On the ground, she slipped a ten spot to an airport busboy and he brought her back a plastic bag filled with bottles of Red Stripe.  On the way to the resort, on the bus, she gave two bottles to a couple who obviously were honeymooning.  The two of them and Amanda were the only ones, besides the driver, on the bus.

      They roared along the coastline, the driver taking sharp turns with no need for safety, save a quick toot of the horn just in case another bus was rounding the curve going the other way.  Rierdon slid the window down and breathed the air in deeply.  It was warm, heavy and moist.

      Amanda looked at the couple.  They were starting a new life together, obviously full of love and hopes and dreams.  She wondered how they'd be in a few years, if the mundane aspects of life: bills, budgets, the rigors of survival would wear them down.  She hoped not.  Today, she was a romantic.

      The bus pulled up in front of the resort two hours later.  The entrance was covered with thick foliage, a gap in the wall of green.  The bus wound its way down a heavily landscaped drive before pulling up in front of the main office.  A porter got her suitcase out and she followed him to one of the oceanside cabanas.

      He used his key to unlock the door.  Amanda saw the suitcase on the bed, its flap open revealing a small cache of clothes.  The porter put Amanda's suitcase next to the bed and she tipped him five dollars.  When the door closed behind him, Amanda turned and locked the door.  She heard footsteps behind her, then a pair of hands on her shoulders.  The hands slid forward and cupped her breasts.

      Amanda turned.

      Gloria Romano smiled at her.  To Amanda, the smile, the eyes, the lips, they were all the most beautiful things in the world. Amanda's knees were weak.  She brought her arms up and they collided, mouths pressed together in a deep passionate kiss.

      It was all worth it, she thought, setting up Tommy Abrocci with the sting operation.  It had been Gloria's idea, really.  She'd overheard the pig talking about his fling on the Internet with a young girl.  Gloria had told her and the trap was sprung.

      The goal, to put away Vincenzo Romano, was the best of both worlds.  Amanda got her crowning achievement, Gloria got rid of him for good.  And they had each other.

      Oh yes, Amanda thought, we'll have each other.

      We'll have each other again and again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 69

          

        

      

    

    
      The last box barely fit into the Camry's trunk.  When Loreli pushed it shut, she had to lean on it until she heard the click telling her the trunk was latched.  She watched Liam play in the front yard with his soccer ball.  He kicked it, ran and chased it, then kicked it back.  The house was sealed off with crime tape.  Part of the deal was that she was allowed to come back and get some of her stuff.  There wasn't much.

      "Come on, Liam, time to go."

      Liam picked up his ball.  Loreli got her mail, the last batch, put it in her purse and checked her watch.

      "Come on, Liam, it's time to go if we want to beat Chicago rush hour traffic."

      Liam scrambled into the back seat of the Camry, surrounded by boxes and a plant, and buckled himself in.

      Loreli got behind the wheel and put her purse on the passenger seat.  The tank was full of gas.

      She didn’t know what was ahead.

      But moving forward felt a whole lot better than looking back.
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      Jack figured that there were three kinds of people in his profession.  The first were the amateurs.  They usually acted out of madness or brazen ego with no intention of surviving for the long haul.  Often they were filled with insane images of what killers-for-hire were all about.  They tended to last as long as their first job.  They usually ended up getting killed or sent to prison quickly.

      The second tier was the lower-level pros.  They usually stumbled onto the profession from a background of breaking and entering, burglary or cons.  They weren't as foolish as the amateurs, but they weren't serious about killing.  Among this level, they could be sub-divided into two groups:  the creative, and the methodical.  The creative lower-level guys could think on their feet, but were poor planners and undisciplined.  The methodical guys were great at planning and organization, but couldn't improvise, couldn't innovate when the situation called for it.  Both groups were ultimately failures, doomed to make mistakes, get caught and die.  That was why they always stayed on the second tier.

      The third tier was where Jack was.  The ultimate pros.  Not in it for ego.  But not in it because he was trapped like the second tier suckers.  And he figured the reason he'd made it this far was that he was the best of both worlds:  he could be creative, he could innovate, he could fly by the seat of his pants.  But he could also plan.  He could organize.  He was a perfectionist.

      And that's why the puzzle didn't fit together as neatly as he would have liked.  In fact, that last piece so troubled him that he spoke to several people after the story disappeared from the front pages of the newspaper. He’d followed the press conferences where Homicide Detective Ray Mitchell had pieced together some of the story.

      One of the people Jack spoke to was Big Paulie Bernocchi.

      Big Paulie pointed him in the direction of the last puzzle piece.  All Jack had to do was pick it up and snap it into place.

      Jack sat at the bar for nearly four hours before they finally made their appearance.  He was as close to being drunk as he ever got, certainly on a job.  But the hot Caribbean sun had provided the motivation. The sparkle of the blue water, the crystal dagger reflections of the sand provided the atmosphere, and the bartender provided easy access.  The beer flowed easily.  The breeze coming off the ocean was pure and rich.  He could taste the salt in the air.

      It was an upscale resort.  The kind for couples only, couples who wanted to frolic in Paradise, drink and swim all day, cavort all night, get up in the morning and start the whole process over again.

      For some reason he thought of the blonde woman named Loreli. He’d given her the Abrocci recordings because he knew she could use them as leverage to avoid prosecution.

      The Spook would have to wait. Jack would catch up with him one day and exact some revenge for the bullet in the shoulder that had mostly healed. His arm was still stiff, but there would be no permanent damage. Jack wondered where he was.  The man was a fricking ghost.  But Jack figured that in their line of work, they were bound to run into each other again.  He was looking forward to it.

      The sound of a speedboat cruising past the beach brought him back to the present.  This kind of resort was all about privacy, even though the general public could come to the main restaurant for drinks and dinner.  Jack had found the place with a few well-placed calls.  He knew the two people, their names, and he had a pretty good idea what was going on, so a quick trace of their credit cards revealed the tickets on one, the hotel on the other.  He could have left it at that, naturally, but there was something about wanting to see them together that made him get on the plane and come down.

      The bartender was a friendly Jamaican.  Jack figured that was redundant.  Did Jamaicans ever get grouchy?  Probably.  One thing Jack had learned.  People were the same everywhere.  Sure, they dressed differently.  Spoke different languages.  But when it came right down to it, everybody was just like everyone else.

      The bartender turned as the two approached the bar.  Jack, in a straw hat and a fresh sunburn, watched them as they ordered and took their drinks toward the beach.  Jack shoved away from the bar and followed them.  He sat at a table as he watched them walk down the beach, farther and farther from the resort.  When they were too far away for them to recognize him, he walked after them.

      The waves were lapping onto the beach as the sun slowly began to sink.  Evenings in Jamaica were truly beautiful, Jack thought.  The sand squished between his pathetically white feet.  The beers were numbing him a bit, but he walked quickly and became his old self.  He closed the distance on them just as he saw them step from the beach behind a big palm tree.

      Jack walked quickly ahead and then, a few feet from the spot on the beach where they stopped, he slowed.  As he passed, he saw them out of the corner of his eye.

      Amanda Rierdon's mouth was parted, her eyes closed, her lips tightly clamped on the lips of a dark-haired, slender woman.  As Jack passed, they pulled their faces away.

      Gloria Romano glanced at Jack.  He walked slowly by, the puzzle piece slamming into place.  Had Rierdon always wanted to put Romano away?  Or only after she'd fallen in love with his wife?  It didn't matter.  She had the means to get it done.  Gloria had helped by setting up Tommy Abrocci.  Gloria couldn't very well wear a wire.  If word got out that Gloria and Amanda were lovers, they'd have no case.  But Tommy was an objective third party.  So Gloria and Amanda set him up.  Stuck him with a fake Internet luring charge.  Only Tommy didn't cooperate.  Now, Tommy was dead, and Gloria's husband was in prison.

      And Betty was dead.

      His hand moved toward the waistband of his swimming suit.  A 9mm was nestled there, bought from a local in a filthy alley in Kingston.

      He saw the two women kiss again.  He and Betty had kissed like that.  Never in Jamaica.  Never leaning against a palm tree while the Caribbean sun warmed their skins.

      He turned and raised the gun.

      Bad things happened everywhere.

      Even in Paradise.

      

      
        
        THE END
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