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    Introduction: The Woods 
 
    Two Years Earlier 
 
    The woods were like a droplet of paradise.  The air was still and only the distant laughter of children in a nearby park served to remind Kristen she was still in New York City.  The sunlight streamed in like it was purer than the lights of Midtown Manhattan, white, yet liquid gold at the same time.  Nearby, on a rotting, spindly tree, Kristen spied a woodpecker hunting for insects, its brilliant red crest rocking back and forth as it pecked.  Tiny chunks of wood fell to the leaf litter below, the sound dissipating into the surrounding woods.   
 
    The laughter of the children was fading away, making Kristin a bit anxious.  She had been on the trails of Alley Pond Park hundreds of times, but never this deeply into the 655-thousand-acre expanse.  She tightened her grip on Thomas’s hand.  Kristen had faith in her boyfriend and wasn’t going to stop now.  She believed Thomas when he told her he had found a spot deep in the woods that was private and romantic enough for two fifteen-year-olds from Queens to share intimacy for the first time. 
 
     Kristen was breathing heavily, partly from the pace of the walk and partly from the anticipation of what was to come.  Thomas led the way while maintaining a tight grip on Kristen with his left hand.  His right hand struggled to maintain a hold of the large duffel bag that contained a blanket, a bottle of cheap wine, and assorted snacks – all the accoutrements necessary for a morning of passion. 
 
    Thomas turned and smiled. “We’re almost there, Kris. The clearing is just up ahead.” 
 
    Thomas stepped into the clearing first.  He stood motionless and speechless like a statue that had been standing guard in this clearing for many years.  Kristen’s knees buckled and she slumped to the ground.  She wanted desperately to get up and run as fast as she could, but her body was not responding to her wishes.  The best she could do was slither a few feet away from the clearing, bury her head in the ground and wail.  Thomas was still frozen in place, but his mind was beginning to process information.  The amount of blood splattered throughout the clearing caused him to initially miss the bodies.  Once awareness set in, however, he could focus on nothing but the four bodies.  They were laid out side by side in the middle of the clearing.  Their throats had been slashed to the point that Thomas was uncertain as to whether the heads were still attached.  Next to the bodies, blood was partially obliterating some type of symbol drawn in the hard dirt.  The symbol had star-like qualities but was vastly different than any star Thomas had ever seen.   His concern suddenly shifted to Kristen, as he turned to see his girlfriend shaking on the ground.  He reached into his pocket for his iPhone.  His hands were shaking worse than Kristin as he tried to steady himself.  Slowly and methodically, he began to tap 9-1-1. With his phone pressed to his ear, Thomas’s eyes were fixed on the horrific scene.  The 911 operator was on the line, but Thomas couldn’t speak.  He couldn’t move either.  All he could do was watch one of the blood-soaked bodies sit up.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1: The Hero 
 
    April 8th – Present Day 
 
    Finn shifted in the chair, trying to find some level of comfort, or at minimum the least possible degree of discomfort.  His task wasn’t easy. He was sitting on one of those cheap, metal folding chairs his posterior had been tortured with throughout his grammar and high school years.  Finn gazed out on the audience. They looked just as uncomfortable in the same chairs.  
 
    Finn poured some water from the pitcher on the dais.  The only other person on the stage was standing behind the podium, droning on about what a credit to society Finn was.  Finn chuckled to himself.  He didn’t even know the name of this sweaty, bald, overweight man who was raining accolades on him.  All Finn knew was that he was sitting at the dais in the banquet hall of the Italian Charities on Queens Boulevard, receiving an award from The Association of New York State Private Investigators as their Person of the Year. 
 
    As the speechmaker rambled on, Finn looked out over the crowd, if you could call it that.  The large hall was set with at least two hundred chairs, but Finn estimated there could not have been more than twenty-five people sprinkled throughout the room – and most of the people were his guests.   
 
    Finn’s dad, NYPD Deputy Chief Patrick Delaney sat proudly in the center of the front row.  It was Patrick’s disappointment at having to see his son medically retired from the NYPD due to a knee injury after less than two years of service that led to him setting Finn up in his private investigations business.  Sitting next to Patrick, but looking nowhere near as proud was 83-year-old Gladys Kowalski.  When Patrick set up Finn with his P.I. office, he also supplied a secretary.  Finn noted that Gladys appeared to be as happy to be at this ceremony as she did to be in his office.  In between the speaker’s accolades, Finn could hear Gladys asking his dad in a loud voice how much longer the ceremony was going to be.  Finn shook his head and took a sip of water.  As he reached for the pitcher to refill his glass, he heard a loud “Ping.”  Finn’s hand recoiled away from the pitcher.  What the heck had just hit it? Finn’s eye caught sight of Kevin’s smiling face in the second row.  Kevin discreetly waved and pointed to the rubber band and paper clips he was holding.  Finn glanced at the ceiling and sighed.  Nothing ever seemed to change.  He had known Kevin Malone since the first grade, but now, at 26-years of age and standing 6’ 5”, Kevin was just as much a kid as he was at age six. Kevin was the daytime bartender at the Shamrock Pub, their local neighborhood hangout, and since Finn’s office on Woodhaven Boulevard was directly across the street from the pub, he had ample time to hang out with his buddy when business was slow – which was most of the time.    
 
    Also sitting in the first row were Susan and Chelsea Garland.  It was Susan who hired Finn to find her missing daughter.  Finn studied the mother and daughter – mother still looking thankful and daughter looking as unappreciative and frustrated as when he found her. Finn looked into his partially filled water glass and snickered.  It was actually a microcosm for the circumstances that had brought him here.  On one hand, the glass was half full, and he was sitting at this dais being honored because his investigative skills and determination saved Chelsea and brought down a web of police corruption. Finn shook the glass in his hand.  When the water settled he reflected that it could also be looked at as half empty.  In reality, Finn realized that he originally didn’t have a clue how to find Chelsea, and it was only through a series of missteps and coincidences that he stumbled onto her whereabouts and almost managed to get them both killed in the process. 
 
    Finn looked around the room. He figured the remaining attendees must be members of this private detective organization.  There was, however, one other familiar face in the audience.  Finn locked eyes with Meg and her smile grew wide.  Finn forced himself to match her grin.  Finn grit his teeth under the smile.  It was still an effort for him to show his feelings toward Meg, and it was all due to his guilt. 
 
    Finn Delaney, Kevin Malone, and Meghan Conlon were inseparable growing up in Middle Village, Queens.  Even past high school graduation, the three neighborhood friends were close.  Then Finn met Jennifer in college and everything changed.  Jen had a big problem with Finn having a female friend, so Finn took the cold and cowardly way out – he cut Meg out of his life.  Even though she only lived a few blocks away, he had no more contact with her.  When Jen unceremoniously dumped Finn after admitting that she had been cheating on him, losing Jennifer didn’t bother him all that much.  What bothered him the most was how he had treated Meg.  Even though she seemed perfectly willing to resume their friendship, and possibly something more, Finn’s Irish guilt was forcing him to keep her at arms- length.  He gazed at that pretty face and knew that he wanted something more with her, but he also knew he was going to have to take it slow.              Finn suddenly became aware that the speaker was finally wrapping up. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, I give you our new Person of the Year, Finbar Delaney.” 
 
    Finn shook the sweaty hand of the speaker and moved behind the podium. The polite applause from the sparse crowd created an echo throughout the hall.  Finn took a sip of water and cleared his throat. “I’m very happy to be here today. Thank you very much for this honor.” 
 
    Finn moved back to his chair.  There was no applause, just silence. Finally, Kevin provided feedback when he yelled, “That’s it?” 
 
    Gladys turned to Patrick. “Good, it’s finally over. Let’s get out of here. I’m hungry.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    April 9th 
 
    Finn fidgeted in the uncomfortable chair while focusing on the opposite wall.  His office chair was just as bad as the folding metal chair from the ceremony. He couldn’t decide if the plaque was straight or just slightly tilted to the right.  It was unclear how long he stared at the wall – maybe more than five minutes.  A voice from the other side of the office provided the opportunity to refocus. 
 
    “You can stare at that thing forever, and it’s still not gonna bring in any new business.” 
 
    Finn forced a chuckle.  He was annoyed, but Gladys was right.  The New York Post headline secured under the clear acrylic was bold and dynamic – LOCAL PRIVATE EYE IN DRAMATIC RESCUE AND SHOOTOUT WITH DIRTY COPS. 
 
    Finn thought such publicity would result in a line of new clients going down the stairs and out onto Woodhaven Boulevard.  He soon learned the harsh reality of how fleeting fame can be.  His rescue of Chelsea Garland provided nothing more than his fifteen minutes of fame before quietly slipping back into obscurity.  True, business had picked up, but the clientele was still the same assortment of oddballs and crazies he had been dealing with before the big case – there were just more of them now. 
 
    Finn yawned, slapped his hands on the desktop, stood up and stretched.  He walked to the window to take in the view of the late morning scenery.  Artists would not be lining up to capture the beauty of Woodhaven Boulevard traffic from his second-floor perch, but Finn was aware that the film of dirt on the window only served to make a less than attractive view even more unattractive.  He glanced over to Gladys, who appeared to be fully engaged in a crossword puzzle.  Finn made a mental note to ask his dad whether he included cleaning the windows in Gladys’s duties when he hired her.  It seemed reasonable that the secretary in a small two-person office would be charged with performing some light cleaning duties, didn’t it?  Finn turned to the dirty window and then back toward Gladys.  He did this several times.  Each time he faced his secretary he inhaled in anticipation of emitting words on the exhale, but each time he stopped, held his breath momentarily before releasing only air.  He just couldn’t find the right words to ask an 83-year old woman to wipe a window.  One more time Finn inhaled.  This time, words accompanied his exhale, but they weren’t the words he had been searching for. 
 
    “I’m going across the street, Gladys.” 
 
    “What a surprise,” she mocked. Finn began moving toward the door when Gladys picked up a paper from her desk. “Hey, aren’t you supposed to be doing the surveillance today?” 
 
    Finn stopped in the doorway and spun around. “What surveillance?” 
 
    “Mrs. Wesson – her husband is supposedly having an affair with the mailman.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Finn acknowledged. “I never said I was doing that surveillance today.  See you later,” Finn said while he was already halfway down the stairs. 
 
    Finn pushed open the heavy wood door and stepped into his familiar world.  As was the norm, at 11 AM the Shamrock Pub was empty.  The red mane visible above the bottles on the opposite side of the square bar served to verify the presence of Kevin Malone.  Finn winced as he settled onto the stool.  He tried to think as little as possible about the shattered knee that changed so much in his life, but the shooting pain that would pulsate for a few seconds several times a day served as a cruel reminder of what might have been. 
 
    “Well, well – if it isn’t our local hero.”  Kevin reached behind him and plopped a bottle of Sambuca on the bar.  “Let’s drink to heroes,” Kevin said while placing two shot glasses on the bar. 
 
    Finn extended his right hand over the shot glass. “Just coffee for me.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, hero,” Kevin commented as he refocused the aim of the bottle to his own shot glass.  “To heroes!” he declared before downing the shot.  Kevin wiped his mouth with his hand. “Feel free to perform more acts of heroism, Finbar. That was good!” 
 
    Finn looked toward the rear of the pub. “Where’s Meg?” 
 
    Kevin had begun wiping down the bar. “She starts at noon. I thought you would know that by now.” Kevin halted his work and threw the towel into Finn’s face. 
 
    Finn tossed the towel aside. “What’s wrong with you, jerk?” 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” Kevin countered as he retrieved the towel. “I thought you were going to make your play for Meg. What happened?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Finn responded. “I’m just taking it slow.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re just being cautious so you don’t hurt the poor girl.” Kevin sarcastically stated. “How noble.” 
 
    “What about you?” Finn attempted to go on the offensive. “I don’t see you walking around with a girlfriend on your arm.” 
 
    “I’m taking a break,” Kevin said as he continued wiping around the corner of the bar.   
 
    “A break?” Finn scoffed. “Is that what constantly striking out is called nowadays?” 
 
    Kevin put down the towel and went to retrieve the fresh coffee. “Hey, I was on the verge of hooking up with this ultra-hot babe a couple of months ago.” 
 
    Finn chuckled. “On the verge means that you got nowhere, right?” 
 
    Kevin placed a cup in front of Finn and poured the hot brew. “There’s a lot more to it than that.  I could have hooked up with her, but I had a really bad experience that scared me away.” 
 
    Finn lowered his head to get a whiff of the piping hot coffee. “You’re full of crap. How come I don’t know anything about this?” 
 
    “You were too busy being in hero mode at that time.  But if you shut up and drink your coffee, I’ll tell you the story.” 
 
    Finn gingerly sipped the coffee. “Go ahead. I can’t wait.” 
 
    Kevin came out from behind the bar and took up residence on the stool next to Finn. “A few months ago, I was on this dating site and I hooked up with this gorgeous South American girl named Carmen.  After about a week of playing footsie online, we decided to meet.” 
 
    “Where did you go?” Finn asked. 
 
    “She lives in Richmond Hill, so I kept it local.  First, we went to Starbucks on Metropolitan Avenue, and then I took her to dinner at The Roundup on Jamaica Avenue.” 
 
    “Big spender,” Finn commented. “Isn’t the menu on the wall there?” 
 
    “Just shut up – do you want to hear the story?” Kevin snapped. “So, he next week we arrange to go out again, and I am thinking that this will be zero hour for me.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You know, Finbar. It was going to be my time to shine, score, hook up – whatever you intellectuals call it.” 
 
    Finn rolled his eyes. “Really?” 
 
    “She wanted to go into Manhattan to visit some friends.  I thought it was weird to be visiting her friends, but hey, this girl was gorgeous, and I was prepared to go anywhere she told me to go – or so I thought.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Finn inquired. 
 
    “Patience, Finbar,” Kevin held up his right index finger. “I’m getting to it.”  Kevin poured himself another shot of Sambuca and quickly threw it down his throat. “Okay,” he said while wiping his mouth. “So, we take the train into Manhattan to a place on 22nd Street on the East Side.  I don’t remember exactly where it was.  I do remember that the place was a residential brownstone in the middle of the block.  As we were going through the front door, a small sign on the door caught my attention.” 
 
    “What did it say?” 
 
    “It read Church of Satan.” 
 
    Finn reeled back in the stool and laughed. “Get the hell out of here.   
 
    “That’s right,” Kevin nodded. 
 
     Finn smiled. "And you just went right on in, didn't you?" 
 
    Kevin extended his arms and shrugged. "This is Manhattan.  I thought it was a sticker someone posted for a new hipster club." 
 
    Finn continued sipping his coffee. "Go ahead.  I can't wait to hear how this turns out." 
 
    Kevin rested his left elbow on the bar and leaned in closer to Finn.  "So, there's about twenty or thirty people in the apartment, and they're all wearing masks." 
 
    "Masks?" Finn's laughter almost caused him to slip off the stool. 
 
    Kevin didn't seem amused. "That's right, funny guy - masks!  I thought it was some kind of costume party.  So, this guy near the door greets Carmen and hands her two masks.  She hands me this mask that looked like a demented goat with a long nose and she kept some ugly female looking mask for herself.  So, we're milling around in this huge living room.  Carmen was talking to some of the masked guests, but she didn't introduce me to anyone.  I'm really beginning to feel uncomfortable, and I'm about to tell her that I want to leave when suddenly, a bright light comes on in one corner of the room.  The light is illuminating this guy in a brown robe and hood, wearing a pig mask." 
 
    Finn dropped his head close to the bar and shook it. "Just tell me where the camera is now." 
 
    "What?" Kevin squinted. 
 
    "This has to be some hidden camera prank, right? You can't be serious." 
 
    Kevin placed his hand on Finn's shoulder. "I'm as serious as cancer, my friend.  This guy in the robe and mask looked like he came right off the set of B-horror movie.  So, the pig mask guy is holding this long staff and he bangs it on the floor three times; BOOM - BOOM - BOOM.  Everyone in the room gathered around the illuminated area, and now I'm able to see there is a platform that looks like some kind of altar.  So, pig-man gets behind the podium and starts chanting in this really deep creepy voice." 
 
    "What was he saying?" 
 
    "How the hell do I know.  It was in some foreign language." 
 
    "What language," Finn asked, "Latin?" 
 
    Kevin shook his head. "No, it wasn't Latin.  It sounded more like Klingon." 
 
    "Klingon?" Finn didn't know what else to say. 
 
    "That's right. You've seen Star Trek, haven't you?  The Klingons have this language with a lot of slurring and clicking words.  That's what this sounded like." 
 
    "Whatever." Finn rolled his eyes again. "Keep going." 
 
    So, pig-man is chanting, and the audience, including Carmen is singing response chants in the same language.  This goes on for about ten minutes until pig-man bangs his staff two more times." 
 
    "What happened?" 
 
    "Some guy, at least I think it was a guy, wearing a horse mask stepped up on the altar and stood next to pig-man.  Pig-man began chanting again for about a minute.  Then he stopped and banged his staff one time." Kevin stared at Finn but didn't say anything. 
 
    Finn was anxious for the climax. "And?" he said in a very long, drawn out pronunciation of the word.  
 
    Kevin gulped and took a deep breath. "And the guy in the horse mask began to levitate." 
 
    Finn squinted and tilted his head slightly, but remained silent. 
 
    "You heard me right," Kevin continued. "The guy began floating around the room." 
 
    Finn didn't know whether to laugh, cry, or show empathy. "What did you do?" 
 
    "I ran!" 
 
    "Where to?" 
 
    "I turned right on the sidewalk and didn't stop running until I came to a subway entrance.  I was so shaken I didn't even realize until I got on the subway platform that I was still wearing the stupid mask." 
 
    "Where is the mask?" 
 
    "It went directly into the subway litter basket." 
 
    Finn leaned back and took a deep breath. "Did you ever speak to Carmen again?" 
 
    Kevin shook his head. "Absolutely not! I blocked her phone number and on Facebook.  I don't want to think about it."  Kevin poured himself another shot of Sambuca. "I get shaken just talking about it." 
 
    When Kevin’s third shot was history, Finn leaned forward and patted Kevin on his back.  "You do realize that the levitation was all a gimmick, don't you?  The guy was attached to some kind of wires." 
 
    Kevin coldly stared at Finn. "You weren't there.  I know what I saw." 
 
    "Okay, Okay," Finn stated as he leaned to his right and grabbed the New York Post that Kevin had been reading earlier.  Kevin went back behind the bar and continued with his morning maintenance duties while Finn paged through the newspaper.  Finn stopped on page five.  He read an article and slightly smiled.  It was not a humorous article.  In fact, it was the furthest thing from funny, but after the show his buddy had just put on, he was considering piling on a little.  At first, Kevin's shaken demeanor was making Finn reluctant to continue, but his dose of sympathy was short lived.  This was Kevin Malone, ball breaker extraordinaire.  There was no way Finn was going to pass up an opportunity to turn the screws on him. 
 
    "Hey Kev, you know what this is the two-year anniversary of? 
 
    "No, what?" 
 
    "The mass murder in Alley Pond Park.  It was two years ago today that the guy slashed the throats of three guys out in the woods." 
 
    Kevin stopped what he was doing. "So?" 
 
    "So, they said it was part of some demonic ritual.  I wonder if the killer wore a pig mask?" 
 
    "That's not funny," Kevin shot back. "Besides, didn't they pin that on some insane dimwit - some guy who was half a retard." 
 
    Finn tried to maintain a serious expression. "That's right, but if I were you I'd be very careful." 
 
    "What's that supposed to mean?" 
 
    "Think about it.  The insane and dimwitted might to especially prone to demonic possession.  You may have a serious problem, my friend." 
 
    "Screw you, Finbar!"   
 
    Finn gingerly eased off the stool. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Kevin’s voice had a forlorn tone to it. 
 
    “Back to work.  I have a couple of cases I have to start working on.  What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    Kevin shrugged and seemed uncomfortable with what he was about to say.  “Well, you know, there’s no one here right now and Meg won’t be in for another thirty minutes.” 
 
    Finn stood in front of the large wooden door and scratched his head. “What are you babbling about?” 
 
    Kevin looked down to the floor. “It’s just a little creepy in here right now.  All this talk we just had of Satan and demons.” 
 
    Finn squinted and brought his hand up to his mouth.  Suddenly, he understood what was going on and he glowed in a huge smile. “You’re afraid to be alone, aren’t you?”   
 
    Kevin was well aware that by momentarily letting his guard down he had opened himself up for an inevitable barrage of abuse.  “Just get lost!” He shooed Finn away with his right hand. 
 
    There was no way Finn was going to let his buddy off easy. “I’ll be just across the street.  I’ll call you to make sure you’re alright.  Maybe you should hang onto a silver bullet,” Finn teased as he exited. 
 
    “Silver bullets are for werewolves, asshole!” 
 
    “Sorry,” Finn caught the door before it closed. “I’ll have to read up on the latest in anti-demon equipment.” 
 
    The door closed and Kevin sighed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2: Same Old Cases 
 
    April 14th 
 
    Finn picked up his briefcase and walked across the office. “I’m going out, Gladys.” 
 
    Gladys did not look up from her crossword puzzle. “Another drink, so early?” 
 
    Finn stopped in his tracks and did an about face. “No,” he sneered, “I don’t need a drink.  I’m going to meet a client.” 
 
    “Whatever.” Gladys still maintained focus on her puzzle. 
 
    Finn shook his head and continued to the stairs.  He stopped in the doorway and turned around.  “By the way, the windows are really dirty – clean them while I’m gone.”  There was a renewed pep in his step as Finn skipped down the stairs.  His feeling of self-satisfaction was short-lived, however, with another jolt of pain stabbing into his knee as he hit the sidewalk on Woodhaven Boulevard. 
 
    Finn wished all his cases were like this one.  Perform the initial set up and let technology do the rest of the work.  When Peggy Hatley had called a week earlier, his initial instinct was to tell her that he was not a doctor or a nutritionist.  After all, how could he possibly help with the problem of her nursing home bound father consistently losing weight.   Peggy was insistent, however, in her claim of needing a private investigator.  She insisted that her intuition was telling her something strange was going on inside the Bronx nursing home.  Her father was 93-years old and suffering from dementia.  He was not going to be much help.  The staff said he was receiving his proscribed diet, and that he was eating it every day.  They were at a loss to explain his weight loss.   
 
    Finn’s recommendation was simple, and required a minimum amount of work on his part.  Three days earlier he met Peggy outside the nursing home on Pelham Parkway.  By all accounts he was just a friend of the family who had come to pay a visit to Peggy’s father.  Finn found the nursing home environment terribly depressing.  It was probably his low expectations that caused him to be pleasantly surprised at the sight of Henry Anderson.  Sure, he was wrinkled and frail, but he seemed cognizant and upbeat.  It took several minutes of conversation, however, to realize that the cognizance was merely a façade – an illusion for someone who’s brain had substantially broken from reality. 
 
    Finn was nice enough to bring a gift for Henry – a very attractive artificial potted plant.  Finn picked out a very nice spot for the plant on a table in the corner of the room.  This location provided the perfect view for the 2mm wide angle lens in the high definition video camera hidden inside the pot.  The battery inside the motion activated covert camera could run for a week without re-charge – much more time than would be required for this investigation.  Before entering the nursing home, Finn had showed Peggy how to remove the SD card from the camera.  Now, he was pulling up in front of Peggy’s Astoria home to see what activities the hidden camera had captured over the past three days.  
 
    Astoria was one of the more congested neighborhoods in Queens.  Finn had to circle the block three times before luckily observing a vehicle pulling out of a parking space.  Peggy Hatley lived with her husband Bill in the type of attached, brick, two family home that was predominant in the area. 
 
    In the short time he had been acquainted with Peggy, Finn found her very cordial and pleasant, so it was no surprise for him to be barraged with offers of coffee, food, snacks, and all manner of drinks, both alcoholic and non-alcoholic.  Finn very politely refused all the offers until finally, Peggy took a deep breath and held up her right hand. 
 
    “Here it is,” she said, handing over the SD card to Finn. 
 
    Finn took possession of the card and inserted it into the slot in the USB drive that had come with the camera.  He took his laptop out of his briefcase, but Peggy interrupted him with a suggestion. 
 
    “If that’s for a regular USB port, you can use my TV,” she stated while pointing at the 75-inch Samsung on the living room wall. 
 
    “Sounds good,” Finn said while returning his laptop to the briefcase. 
 
    Finn let out a sigh of relief when a 1080P view of Henry’s room appeared on the large screen.  Finn was still very much a novice in the use of security cameras, and he knew it was risky to be reviewing the video for the first time in front of the client.  What if all he saw was blank screen.  More concerning, what if someone moved the plant shortly after he placed it there. 
 
    The video was showing the room exactly as he had arranged it.  Whether or not there was anything meaningful on the video was irrelevant.  He would still be paid. 
 
    It took a little while to get comfortable with the video display.  A nurse would enter the room to tend to Henry, and when the nurse departed, it seemed that another nurse instantaneously entered the room.  Finn explained to Peggy how the video motion detection worked.  The camera remained off until motion was detected in the room, causing it to begin recording.  Once there was no more motion in the room, the camera turned off.  Finn pointed out that an hour and a half had actually elapsed between the visits of the two nurses.   
 
    Finn and Peggy sat silently watching the activities in Henry’s room.  Besides the nursing visits, custodians emptied the trash and mopped the floor, aides saw to Henry’s personal needs, and cafeteria workers brought him his meals.  The first meal delivered on the video was lunch, and Henry seemed to fully enjoy the turkey sandwich.   After several other segments of activity, Henry’s dinner was delivered.  Henry was asleep, so the attendant left his dinner on the table next to the bed. 
 
    “He naps a lot in the afternoon,” Peggy commented.  “I’ve been meaning to ask them if he can get his dinner later because he’s always asleep when it arrives, and sometimes it’s cold by the time he wakes up and eats it.” 
 
    “Who’s that?” Finn asked, noting the presence of a new figure on the screen. 
 
    “Oh, that’s just Sanford,” Peggy answered. “He’s the evening security guard, and he’s a really nice guy.  He always looks in on dad to make sure he’s OK.” 
 
    “That’s really nice of him,” Finn said while observing the portly, uniformed, middle aged guard waddle around the room.  Sanford stopped waddling when he got next to the bed.  He leaned over and waved his hand a few feet in front of Henry’s face. 
 
    “See,” Peggy said. “He’s making sure dad is alright before he goes.” 
 
    “Really?” Finn wasn’t so sure. 
 
    The serene smile disappeared from Peggy’s face and her mouth dropped open in disbelief at what she saw next.  Friendly Sanford the security guard neatly unwrapped the plastic covering Henry’s meat loaf dinner and made short work of it in three big bites.  After washing the meatloaf down with Henry’s favorite apple juice, Sandford polished off the mashed potatoes and finished his feast with a big slice of carrot cake.  With a very satisfied look on his face, Sandford returned to his patrol duties, or at least to a similar feast in the next room. 
 
    The video flashed two hours ahead to another visit from the nurse, but Finn and Peggy were no longer concentrating on the video.  Finn felt he should wait for Peggy to comment first.  He didn’t have to wait long. 
 
    “That son of a bitch,” she snarled.  “You would think that fat bastard would realize he didn’t need anything else to eat.” 
 
    Finn was just as shocked by prim and proper Peggy’s sudden burst of street talk as he was at the sight of the security guard helping himself to her father’s dinner. 
 
    “Well, I guess we know the issue that’s causing your dad to lose weight,” Finn said. 
 
    “I want to go up there and confront these people with this video as soon as possible.  When can I get a copy of the video.” 
 
    Finn nodded toward the television.  “You can have that USB.” 
 
    Peggy was hesitant. “But that USB is specifically made for that SD card.  And what about your camera in the plant?” 
 
    Finn held up his hands. “Don’t worry about it,” he said.  “Just send me the plant and the USB when you get a chance.” 
 
    Peggy extended her hand.  “I don’t know how to thank you, Mr. Delaney.” 
 
    Finn accepted the check, and left his hand outstretched for a parting handshake. 
 
    “Good luck,” he said.  “Call me if you need anything else.”               Finn slammed the driver’s door of his Toyota closed and started the engine – case closed.  They should all be that easy. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    April 16th 
 
    Finn squeezed between two occupied stools and leaned on the bar, soaking in the vibe. The pulsating music, the smiles and laughter, the conversations in loud voices all competed for dominance of the atmosphere.  This was a very different pub than the one Finn frequented for his late morning coffee.  Kevin was covering for the regular night bartender, and Finn wasn't sure if he had noticed him, but the question became moot when a bottle of Coors Lite plopped down on the bar in front of Finn. 
 
    Kevin ignored a call from down the bar to greet Finn. “What brings the local hero out at night?” 
 
    "I have to do a surveillance tonight, so I figured I'd stop in and say hello before I got started." 
 
    "Say hello to me? I'm touched," Kevin sarcastically placed his hand over his heart. 
 
    Finn smiled. "Well, you and anyone else who may be around." 
 
    "Sure," Kevin said while ignoring further calls from down the bar. 
 
     Finn could sense an imminent ball breaking session, so he quickly switched to the offense. "Nice crowd tonight. I guess you don't have to hide from the boogey man with so many people around." 
 
    "Very funny, Finbar." Kevin departed to answer his calls for service. 
 
    Finn rewarded his offensive burst with a long sip of his beer.  Before he could complete his sip, he  could feel someone melting their body into his from behind.  Meg had arrived. 
 
    “Hey stranger,” Meg smiled 
 
    “Hey Meg,” Finn’s peck on her forehead definitely communicated less feeling than Meg’s approach. 
 
    “I had a really good time the other night,” Meg gushed. 
 
    “Me too,” Finn concurred, but with less enthusiasm. 
 
    “We should do it again,” Meg suggested. 
 
    “Yeah, of course,” Finn replied without offering a specific date. 
 
    “Well, I have to get going. It’s getting busy at the hostess podium.” There was an air of disappointment in Meg’s voice that Finn couldn’t miss. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll see ya, Meg.” Finn was disgusted with his behavior, but he couldn’t help himself.  All he could do was shake his head.  He was well on the path to blowing it again with Meg.  Even when Meg began hostessing at the Shamrock Pub, Finn’s guilt prevented him from having any association with her.  It wasn’t until Kevin provided a rare dose of insight that Finn found the fortitude to apologize to Meg.  When his big missing person’s case was concluded, Finn actually asked Meg out on a date.  He couldn’t believe what he was doing, but he was skipping right over friendship and entering the waters of relationship.  But alas, those waters were evidently too rough for Finn.  Every time he would set sail, he would quickly return to port.  In other words, Finn was now in what could be best described as an endless series of first dates.  For some reason that even he couldn’t comprehend, he couldn’t get into the deep water. 
 
    Finn pushed a ten-dollar bill across the bar. “Well, I have to get to work.  We’ll do something soon.  I’ll call you.”  Finn concluded his departure with another peck on Meg’s forehead. 
 
    “Sure, call me.” Meg bit her lip and forced a smile. 
 
    Finn turned the corner of the packed square bar and gave a farewell wave to Kevin as he hit the exit door.  Finn remained inside the pub when Kevin held his right hand up in the universal sign for stop.  A minute later Kevin was out from behind the bar and ushering Finn through the door and onto the sidewalk. 
 
    “I need a favor,” Kevin began. 
 
    “What else is new?” Finn responded. 
 
    “I’m serious, Finbar.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” Finn braced himself.  Kevin’s favors usually involved money. 
 
    Kevin could read Finn’s body language. “Don’t worry, I’m not looking for money.” 
 
    “Well?” Finn was growing impatient. 
 
    “I need a ride.” 
 
    “Where to?” 
 
    “I promised to visit Rory tomorrow and my sister needs her car.” 
 
    “Forget it!” Finn began to walk away. 
 
    Kevin grabbed Finn’s shoulder. “Come on. Don’t be an asshole.  He’s your friend too.” 
 
    Finn wheeled around and faced Kevin, breaking the hold on his shoulder. “No, he’s your friend.  I didn’t like him in the first grade and I don’t like him now.  Besides, I have no desire to associate with convicted felons.”  Finn resumed his departure while Kevin made a last plea. 
 
    “Have a heart.  The guy is having a rough time.  He’s been inside for two years now and he has at least eight more to serve before they will even consider parole.” 
 
    Finn voluntarily stopped and turned toward Kevin. “No shit, Sherlock.  That’s what happens when you heist a million dollars from your job.  They send you to prison for a long time.” 
 
    Kevin held his arms outstretched. “But Rory swears he’s innocent.” 
 
    Finn slapped his cheek in mock surprise. “Wow! A guy in jail who swears he didn’t do it. What a novelty.” 
 
    Kevin continued to plead his case.  “You know, they never recovered that money.  You have to admit that’s strange.” 
 
    Finn pointed his finger at Kevin. “And you have to admit that the only reason you’re visiting that loser is that you hope he’s gonna tell you where the money is hidden.” 
 
    Kevin bowed his head and turned away. “Screw you, Finbar!” 
 
    Finn stood motionless, watching Kevin walk back to the pub.  He swallowed and took a deep breath, and just as Kevin’s hand grabbed the door handle, Finn called out. “What time?” 
 
    Kevin turned and smiled. “Visiting begins at 9:30AM.  I guess we should leave at 8AM.” 
 
    “I’ll be outside your building at 8AM.  Be there or I’m leaving.” Finn turned and continued to his car.  He thought he detected a faint “Thank you buddy,” coming from the entrance to the pub. 
 
    Finn settled into the driver’s seat and started the Camry’s engine.  He paused for a moment to allow his knee to settle down.  He had grown accustomed to the fact that the motion of entering his car was not good for his knee and he could almost always count on a jolt of pain.  As quickly as the pain shot in, it departed.  Finn sat in the idling auto as he plugged his iPhone into the charger.   
 
    Finn scanned his home screen for a moment before tapping his right index finger on the white light bulb icon.  The Verizon Hum app opened and immediately displayed a street map and vehicle icon to indicate the location of a 2015 Kia Optima.  Ann Wesson had given Finn the Bluetooth enabled device out of her own car.  The Hum was clipped to the car's visor and communicated between the Hum dongle and a dedicated Verizon mobile app. Once connected, the platform diagnosed problems with the car and offered the ability to contact nearby roadside, emergency and stolen vehicle assistance.  Most importantly, it allowed the vehicles under the account to be tracked it real time.  So, when Ann Wesson hired Finn to find out if her husband was cheating with the mailman, she unhooked the Hum from her car and gave it to Finn so that he could easily track her husband’s location. 
 
    The app was very user friendly.  The Optima was driving west on Union Turnpike in the Bayside section of Queens.  Finn was relieved that he had picked a good night for surveillance because Joe Wesson’s current location was only about six miles away from where he was idling.   
 
    Finn continued monitoring the app until “Parked” flashed on the bottom of the screen.  The vehicle appeared to be parked off the road on Hollis Hills Terrace, just south of 73rd Avenue.  Finn rubbed his forehead.  There was a huge park there, but he was not very familiar with the layout of the area.  Was this some hook-up location?  He didn’t know.  He needed to consult an expert.   
 
    When he opened his business, Finn desperately wanted to camouflage the fact that he knew nothing about investigations, so he immersed himself in several books on private investigation.  One of the nuggets of information that stayed with him was the importance of developing expert sources.  At the suggestion of the book, he made a list of everyone in his life and then decided if any of these people could be a source of information for him regarding specific topics.  With his connections in the NYPD, his father was listed as an expert source for numerous topics.  Kevin Malone was listed under alcohol.  Reggie Monroe had a unique listing.  Reggie was the physical therapist Finn visited regularly for months after his knee surgery.  Reggie was a great guy.  He was outgoing, intelligent, funny, empathetic, and friendly.  He was also gay.  During the therapy sessions, when the pain was bearable, Finn and Reggie would talk about anything going on in the world – sports, politics, entertainment.  Finn really enjoyed Reggie’s company.  Reggie was openly gay, and when Finn was compiling his list of experts, he thought for a moment and then wrote “gay issues” next to Reggie’s name.  Finn never thought Reggie would be the first expert he would be reaching out to. 
 
    “Hey, Reg, Finn Delaney.  How are you doing?” 
 
    Reggie sounded genuinely happy to hear from Finn. “Oh my God, Finn.  How have you been?” 
 
    “I’m good Reg.” 
 
    “How’s your knee?” 
 
    “You know. It is what it is – good days and bad days.” 
 
    Reggie changed the subject. “How’s the private eye business working out.?” 
 
    “Pretty good,” Finn responded. 
 
    Reggie sounded excited. “I read that whole story about you in the papers.  That must have been exciting.” 
 
    Finn chuckled. “I guess you could say that.” He cleared his throat. “Hey, Reg, one of my cases is actually the reason I’m calling.  I’m hoping you can help me with some information.” 
 
    “Whatever you need, Finn.  If I know the answer, I’ll be glad to help you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Reg.” 
 
    Finn explained that Ann Wesson suspected her 43-year old husband of twenty years was having an affair with the local mailman.  He finished up the briefing by telling Reggie that he had tracked Joe Wesson’s vehicle to the off-road location adjacent to Hollis Hills Terrace. 
 
    “Does that location mean anything to you, Reg?” 
 
    “It sure does,” Reggie responded.  “That’s a big- time cruising spot in Cunningham Park.” 
 
    “What specifically is the location? I’m not too familiar with the area.” 
 
    Reggie explained, “It’s a narrow parking lot in Cunningham Park surrounded by playing fields for adult softball and youth soccer and baseball. At one end of the lot, retirees arrive to practice their golf and mothers in minivans gather to wait for their Little Leaguers.  The other end is popular with gay men cruising for sex. Their playing field is the parking lot itself and the goal is a sexual encounter, usually quick and anonymous.” 
 
    “Wow, I never realized,” Finn interjected. 
 
    “Sure,” Reggie continued. “Manhattan may have its gay bars and such traditional pickup spots as the woods of the Ramble in Central Park and the piers of the West Village. But in the less-accepting climate of the suburbs and the boroughs outside Manhattan, gay men often resort to courting one another from the relative safety and privacy of their cars. They troll remote parking lots that become de facto pickup spots well known in gay circles but not to the general public.  There are many places in Queens and Long island -Two Mile Hollow Beach in East Hampton, the Field 6 parking lot at Jones Beach, a rest stop near Exit 52 on the Long Island Expressway and the park-and-ride lot on Route 110 in Melville. Each has its own culture and often its own set of protocols, ranging from parking position to the flashing of headlights or blinkers as mating calls.” 
 
    Reggie paused to clear his throat before continuing. “This parking lot seems to be especially popular with men who lead ostensibly heterosexual lives but show up for sex because it is quick, easy to get and secretive.  It’s close to several major parkways, and its location helps make it popular with men who commute between New York City and the suburbs, where they often have a house, a mortgage, a wife and children.” 
 
    “Seems like you know the location well,” Finn commented. 
 
    “I’ve been there,” Reggie responded. “The vast majority of men who come there are married.  Anytime I hooked up there, the guy was wearing a wedding band, with baby seats in the car and all kinds of kids' toys on the floor.  Think about it. It's on their way home and they don't have to get involved in a relationship or any gay lifestyle or social circles. They don't even have to buy anyone a drink or be seen in a gay bar. They just tell the wife, 'Honey, I'll be home an hour late tonight."' 
 
    “How does it actually work?” Finn asked. “They don’t post signs in their car windows, do they?” 
 
    Reggie laughed. “The narrow lot has two long rows of parking spaces into which they back their cars, forming two rows of cars facing each other with a thoroughfare between them. Each newcomer trolls this thoroughfare with all eyes upon him and surveys the other men in cars, who may either perk up and look interested or shut the window and look away. Then with a dramatic swoop, the driver will back his car next to the car of the man he is pursuing. It all has the deliberate positioning, shifting and movement of a chess game. The parking lot is a fishbowl and the action unfolds like a soap opera each day.” Reggie paused momentarily before providing his conclusion. “The bottom line, Finn, is if your boy is parked in that lot, he is either playing a night softball game or he’s cruising. And since there are no lights on these fields, the softball is doubtful.” 
 
    “Thanks Reg, this is very helpful,” Finn said 
 
    “Glad to be of service, my friend,” Reggie responded. “Hey, I’ll meet you there sometime if you’d like.” 
 
    “Thanks for the offer, but I think I’ll pass,” Finn answered.  They both laughed as they disconnected. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, Finn turned onto Hollis Court Terrace.  It was just past 9PM and the lighting inside the parking lot was minimal at best.  All Finn could tell with his first pass was that the lot was full, but he could not identify specific vehicles, in particular a 2015 Kia Optima.  Finn pulled to the curb on 73rd Avenue before returning for a second pass.  The Hum app showed the Optima still parked in the lot, but the details weren’t so fine as to identify exactly where in the lot he was.  There was only one thing to do.  On the next pass, Finn turned right and entered the parking lot.  After his conversation with Reggie, Finn felt violated as he slowly cruised along the thoroughfare, feeling the hungry eyes from each car he passed.   
 
    There it was on the left – a blue Kia Optima.  A quick check of the license plate revealed it was, in fact, Joe Wesson.  To get in position to take good photos and video, Finn needed to be on the opposite side of the Kia, but not too close.  Finn’s luck was holding out when he backed into a space on the opposite row from the Optima, about four spaces down.  Here, he had an unobstructed view of anyone getting in or out of the Optima.  Finn got his camera ready, removed his seatbelt, and moved his seat back a bit.  There was nothing else to do but watch and wait.   
 
    Ten minutes later headlights from the street entrance caught Finn’s attention.  Finn assumed it was just another bored suburbanite looking for some action. The headlights proceeded exceptionally slowly, and suddenly, Finn up sat straight in his seat.  A powerful spotlight was shining out of the new vehicle’s passenger window onto the nearest parked car.  The vehicle proceeded slowly forward and totally lit up the next car in the line.  Finn was becoming anxious. After five more cars it would be his turn in the spotlight, and he was still trying to figure out what was going on.  As the spotlight hit the car two spaces away, the slow-moving vehicle became visible enough to make an important identification.  It was a blue and white NYPD patrol car.  Before Finn could decide if the police presence was good or bad, he squinted and held his hands up to shield his face.  The spotlight was on him.   
 
    The blinding light seemed to stay on him forever.  When were they going to move on?  Suddenly, the light turned off, but Finn continued squinting and blinking as his eyes adjusted back to the dim lighting.  His eyes had adjusted sufficiently to notice a figure approaching his driver’s door.  Oh, no – it was a uniformed police officer. 
 
    Finn lowered his window, but before he could ask what was going on, the police officer beat him to the punch. 
 
    “Delaney? Finn Delaney? Is that you?” 
 
    Finn rubbed his eyes in hopes he was dreaming, but the cop was still there.  And not just any cop.  This was Rocco Gentile, one of Finn’s classmates when he went through the police academy.  Rocco had earned the reputation of being the biggest loudmouth and gossip in the company, and likely in the entire academy recruit class.  The huge grin on Rocco’s face told Finn that Rocco was still in the gossip business and that he couldn’t wait to report to the world that he had caught Finn Delaney in a notorious gay cruising location. 
 
    Rocco leaned down close to the open window. “Hey Finn,” his grin was wider, if that was possible. “What brings you here?” 
 
    Finn was stammering and stuttering. “I have a -a -P.I. – private investigator company – business.  I’m on a-a case – surveillance.” 
 
    Rocco nodded with the huge grin still planted on his face. “A surveillance case - of course.”  He stood up straight and waved his arm in a circle. “We’re here on a robbery pattern.” 
 
    “Really?” Finn said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Rocco continued. “This lot is a big gay hook up spot, but you probably know that.”  
 
    Rocco’s wink prompted Finn to begin turning various shades of red. 
 
    Rocco went on with his explanation. “You have to be careful around here because these perps prey on this type of victim.” 
 
    Finn gulped. “What type of victim?” 
 
    “You know, the straight guys that stop in here for a little man on man action.  They get robbed and they never report it.  They don’t want to blow their cover.  You know how it is, right?” 
 
    During this ultimate embarrassment, Finn finally noticed that the Optima had been among the numerous vehicles that had quickly departed the parking lot as soon as the police arrived. “Well, you guys scared my subject away.  No use hanging around anymore.” 
 
    “That’s too bad.” Rocco looked around. “Maybe your subject will come back, or maybe you’ll find another subject.”  The same huge smile was still intact as Rocco retreated to his patrol car. Before he entered the vehicle, he pointed at Finn. “Hey, you be safe out here.” 
 
    The patrol car slowly pulled away.  Finn could already see Rocco in an animated conversation with the driver.  He couldn’t wait to start spreading the word.  To top off a great evening, he didn’t have a chance to get any photos or video of Joe Wesson.  Finn chuckled.  The evening would have been exceptionally funny if it hadn’t involved him.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3: Going to Prison 
 
    April 17th 
 
    At 8:10AM Finn sat alone in his Toyota Camry idling in the bus stop in front of the tired looking six story brick apartment building.  The morning cloud cover befit his mood.  When was he ever going to learn?  Kevin had been unreliable since the first grade and he was not going to change his ways now.  Finn glanced across the six lanes of Woodhaven Boulevard to the prominent green and white sign of the Shamrock Pub.  He shook his head and bit his lip.  Who had it better than his friend Kevin?  He lived rent free in his mother's apartment and worked across the street tending bar at the Shamrock.  It was the perfect life - drinking and socializing with no real responsibilities. Finn's fixation on the pub sign was interrupted by the rapid tapping on the passenger window, 
 
    "You're late - as usual," Finn offered as a greeting. 
 
    Kevin buckled his seatbelt. "Tomorrow, I can be on time. You'll still be a jerk!" 
 
    Finn eased the Camry into the right lane on Woodhaven Boulevard.  "There really is something wrong with me to be putting up with your nonsense all these years." 
 
    "I'm proud of you, Finbar," Kevin shot back. "Self-awareness is the first step toward a cure. At least you realize there is something wrong with you." 
 
    "OK, OK," Finn sighed. "How do we get there?" 
 
    "Go over the Whitestone Bridge to the Hutch and the Sprain Brook Parkway.  Ossining is about forty miles away." 
 
    "That's not bad," Finn commented. "It should take us an hour at the most." 
 
    "Sing Sing Prison," Kevin chuckled. "It sounds ominous.  I wonder what the name means?" 
 
    "The name comes from the Indian tribe who sold the land - I think the tribe was Sinck Sinck." 
 
    "Wow," Kevin glanced at Finn with wide eyes. "You never cease to amaze me with the shit you know." 
 
    Finn snickered slightly. "I've told you many times my friend that the secret is reading and watching television on subjects other than professional wrestling." 
 
    Kevin yawned and stretched. "Well, anyway, Rory's gonna be thrilled to see you." 
 
    "I wish I could say the feeling was mutual." 
 
    "Come on, Finn.  He's an old friend. Have a heart." 
 
    "He's your old friend," Finn corrected. "He just happened to live on my block and be the same age." 
 
    Kevin gave Finn a playful tap on his arm, "Come on, tough guy, don't be a hater." 
 
    "He was nothing but a loudmouth and a bully," Finn declared.  "He's a loser and history has borne out my assessment." 
 
    "What are you talking about?" Kevin asked 
 
    "Well, we're not on our way to Harvard to watch him receive his doctorate.  We're on our way to Sing Sing Prison. Get my point!" 
 
    "I hear ya," Kevin laughed. "Just keep an open mind.  Rory swears he's innocent." 
 
    "And you believe him," Finn scoffed. 
 
    "They never found that money." Kevin raised his eyebrows. "You have to admit that's weird." 
 
    With the Whitestone Bridge in sight, Finn had to momentarily change the subject. "Do me a favor. Get my EZ Pass out of the glove box and hold it up to the windshield." 
 
    "Why don't you just attach it to the windshield?" Kevin asked as the Camry passed under the toll cameras. 
 
    "I don't know," Finn shrugged. 
 
    "Jeez, and you call me stupid." 
 
    Kevin returned to the previous topic. "You know, about three years ago when Rory began working at the Alliance Armored Car Depot, I almost got job with him there." 
 
    "What happened?" 
 
    "I never went for the interview.  I had an allergic reaction the day before." 
 
    "To what?" Finn responded, "The thought of work.?" 
 
    Kevin laughed sarcastically. "You really are a clever boy, aren't you?" 
 
    "It doesn't take a genius to figure this caper out." 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    Finn delayed his response temporarily until he was safely in the right lane of the northbound Hutchinson River Parkway. 
 
    "Point 1 - Rory was the only security guard working in the depot overnight, correct?" 
 
    "Correct." 
 
    "Point 2 - Rory signed the log that 1.2 million dollars cash was in the vault when he took over the shift at midnight, correct?" 
 
    "Correct." 
 
    "Point 3- There were no perimeter intrusion alarms activated during the night and the DVRs recording the CCTV cameras inside the depot were deactivated for thirty minutes. Am I still correct?" 
 
    "You are." 
 
    "Point 4 - When the relief guard arrived at 8AM all the money was gone from the vault.  There was no sign of forced entry or anyone else being in the depot that night.  So, you tell me, genius.  If Rory didn't take that money - who did?" Kevin didn't answer the question so Finn continued. "Have you ever heard of Occam’s Razor?" 
 
    Kevin's eyes lit up. "That's a wrestling finishing move, isn't it - something like the five- knuckle shuffle, right?" 
 
    Finn shook his head. "Just when I think you've reached the limits of buffoonery, you break new ground. Occam’s Razor dictates that lacking evidence, the simplest explanation is likely the correct explanation, and the simplest explanation here is that your buddy, Rory Burns stole that money." 
 
    Kevin was anxious to change the subject. "Get over to the right. The exit for the Sprain Brook is coming up." There was a break in the conversation while Finn negotiated several ramps before emerging northbound on the Sprain Brook Parkway. Finn moved into the center lane as Kevin attempted to change the subject and switch the discomfort to Finn. "So, what's going on with you and Meg?" 
 
    "Like I told you, I'm taking it slow." 
 
    Kevin snickered. "Hey, the New York City speed limit is 25-miles per hour.  You're working at about 5-miles per hour. Take my advice and pick up the pace a bit." 
 
    Finn grimaced and glanced quickly at Kevin. "What do you care?" 
 
    "First of all, I've known Meg as long as I've known you, and second, she's a co-worker. A happy hostess makes my job easier." 
 
    "How so?" Finn questioned. 
 
    Kevin shook his head. "I don't know. I just made that up.  The point is that you are getting a second chance that you don't really deserve. You wasted years with that bitch Jennifer, totally ignoring and disrespecting our little Meg.  And what happens? Jennifer dumps your ass for a fireman and Meg is still willing to be friends with you, or something more than friendship." 
 
    "I know what I'm doing," Finn assured. 
 
    "I hope so," Kevin responded, "because that razor thing you were talking about would say that you were lucky enough to get a second shot with Meg. You ain't getting a third." 
 
    "This is the exit, right?" Finn asked. 
 
    "Yup, that's it," Kevin confirmed. 
 
    The light turned green and Finn turned the Camry west.  He was immediately struck by the breathtaking view.  In the distance, the cold, unforgiving walls and towers of the Sing Sing Correctional Facility served as contrast to the beautiful background provided by the Hudson River. As Finn viewed the austere façade for the first time, he was confronted with multiple contrasts. The gorgeous panorama to the west furnished the illusion that he had entered a fancy resort town. But nothing was further from the truth. 
 
     “Which way is the parking lot?” Finn asked Kevin 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine,” Kevin shrugged. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Finn shot back. “Where did you go the last time you were here?” 
 
    “I’ve never been here,” Kevin corrected 
 
    “What?” Finn’s voice was rising in tone and tension. “You said you had visited Rory on a regular basis. You lying bastard!” 
 
    “Get a grip on your accusations, Finbar,” Kevin cautioned. “I have been visiting regularly.  They just transferred Rory from Greenhaven two weeks ago, so this is the first time I’m coming to Sing Sing. Satisfied, smart guy?” 
 
    Finn offered no apologies and instead concentrated on the problem at hand. “There’s a parking lot over there.” Finn pointed to the right to a three- level parking garage. “That must be it.” 
 
    Kevin shook his head. “I don’t know. That looks more like a mall parking lot than a prison visitor lot.” 
 
    “Well, it’s the only lot around. It must be for the prison,” Finn stated as he pulled into the garage entrance. He reached out his driver’s window and pushed the large green button, resulting in the dispensing of a ticket.  The first empty space was on the second parking level. He pulled his car head into a space next to an attractive middle age woman who had just exited her car in the adjacent space. 
 
    Kevin rolled down his window. “Excuse me, ma’am, are we in the right parking lot for prison visitors?”  The woman smiled and nodded, prompting Kevin’s follow-up. “Do you know the way to the main entrance?” 
 
    “I’m going to the main entrance,” she responded. “You’re welcome to walk with me.” 
 
    The woman was well dressed and professional looking, akin to a teacher or librarian.  As they waited for the parking lot elevator, Finn decided to engage in some small talk by asking a question he was sure he already knew the answer to. “So, I guess you work in the prison.” Finn stated. 
 
    The elevator door opened and the pleasant smile on the woman’s face was replaced by a look of great sadness.  She explained that she was making her bimonthly visit from Albany to visit her 22-year-old son who was incarcerated here for life without any chance for parole. Finn’s heart sank, not only in sympathy for this nice woman, but for the realization that there were likely hundreds of other stories like her son’s behind the prison’s stark concrete walls and barbed wire. 
 
    The woman led them down a small road that seemed barely large enough for vehicular traffic.  Off in the distance, Finn could see the shiny silver chain link fence and gates, followed by the concrete walls and towers that sat in front of the picturesque Hudson River. A pleasant and friendly security officer manned the exterior gate by himself. He ushered the trio into the administration building’s lobby that was a no-frills affair. Finn and Kevin said their goodbyes to the woman when they separated at the search room for male and female visitors. 
 
    While waiting for his search, Finn was ushered into a different waiting area. On the wall to the left was a plaque commemorating the date, April 14, 1941, when a prison guard was shot to death by three inmates involved in an escape attempt. To the right was a rectangular iron gate with locks and vertical steel grids. Above it was the words, “Line Up Room.”  
 
    After a ten to fifteen-minute wait, Finn was searched first   A correction officer far less friendly than the fellow at the exterior gate told Finn that if he was caught smuggling anything he’s be arrested.  The officers were meticulous and unhurried, and everything was double checked.  The officer took a photo of Finn and had him walk through a metal detector.  When he was cleared by the officer, Finn returned to the waiting area while Kevin was searched.  After several minutes, Kevin joined Finn in the waiting room. They were told to stand in front of the heavy steel entrance door to the visiting room.  At the sound of a buzzer, Finn pushed through the heavy door. 
 
     The visiting area had a couple of vending machines, and Finn’s first impression was that it looked like a corporate break room, but not as nice.  Finn estimated the room could fit about 25 people at the tables and chairs spread out in the center of the room.  There also appeared to be a commissary next to the vending machines where food and authorized personal items could be purchased. 
 
       Finn followed Kevin to an empty round table.  Rory had not arrived.  Kevin settled into a chair, but raised his hand to stop Finn before he took a seat. “Rory loves Peanut M&Ms. Can you go over to the commissary window and get a couple of bags?" 
 
    Finn stared a Kevin. "Sure, you have any money?" 
 
    Kevin shook his head. "I don't think they will break a hundred." 
 
    "Of course not," Finn commented as he departed for the candy. 
 
    On his return trip across the room, Finn observed activity at the table.  A correction officer was cautioning Kevin to break his hug with Rory Burns.  Finn shook his head.  Kevin just couldn't get anything right.  No more than five minutes earlier during the search, they had been cautioned that the physical contact permitted with an inmate could be no more than a short embrace at the beginning and end of the visit.  Rory was dressed in the prisoner uniform called "Greens" because of their color.  There are various shades of green, but Finn believed a new shade was appropriate in describing Rory's attire, that bore a striking resemblance to medical scrubs - depressing green. 
 
    Finn eyed Rory as he approached.  The guy he grew up with and didn't like very much always had a larger than life quality, both is physical size and personality.  Facing him, however, was not the stocky, gregarious loudmouth of years past.  Finn shook hands with a pale, gaunt, reserved inmate in an ugly green uniform. 
 
    "Hey Finn," Rory said in a low tone, "It's good to see you.  Thanks for coming." 
 
    "That's OK, Rory," Finn responded as he adjusted his chair. 
 
    The visit was limited to a maximum of thirty minutes.  For twenty-five of them Kevin kept the table entertained with tales of the old neighborhood.  Finn was conscious that their visiting time was coming to an end. He looked to Kevin, "We better get going." 
 
    Kevin didn't protest, "You're right."  
 
    As he stood, Kevin asked Rory, "Anyone else coming today?" 
 
    Rory shrugged, "I don't know - maybe Nicky." 
 
    “Who's Nicky?"  Kevin inquired. 
 
    "A friend who used to work at the depot." Rory's eyes were moist. "He's really the only other visitor I get." 
 
    "What?" Kevin seemed genuinely surprised. "What about your mom and sister?" 
 
    Rory shrugged again. "My sister has basically disowned me, and mom can't travel too far.  Maybe she'll be able to get up here now that I'm closer to home." 
 
    "Break it up!" Thirty minutes earlier, a warning from the correction officer seemed like an impossibility, but now Finn held his embrace of Rory until the officer's hand grasped his shoulder.  Finn arrived at Sing Sing a reluctant visitor to a loudmouth bully from his past.  He was departing after a long hug with a frightened, humbled man who had been destroyed by two years inside.  Finn began to feel ashamed.  He no longer cared very much about a gossiping cop spreading rumors about him. 
 
    Once outside the visiting room, Finn turned to Kevin. "For once in your life you were right. I am glad I came today." 
 
    Kevin nodded and smiled, "I told you Rory would be happy to see you." 
 
    "You guys were visiting Rory Burns?"  
 
    Finn and Kevin turned to the sound of the voice.  A tall, stocky male was walking toward the visiting room entrance.  The male had long, greasy black hair, a goatee, and both arms visible under his Harley Davidson t-shirt were heavily tattooed. 
 
    Finn responded to the inquiry. "Yeah, we were visiting Rory." 
 
    The visiting room door buzzed open, but the male hesitated before entering. "Next time, why don't you show a little consideration for people waiting to visit." 
 
    The door closed and the male was gone.  Finn and Kevin stood silently looking at the door and then at each other.   
 
    "I guess that's Nicky," Kevin theorized. 
 
    "Wonderful," Finn said. "I just change my opinion of Rory and a brand-new asshole enters the scene." 
 
    While waiting to be cleared out of the visitor reception area, Finn’s attention was drawn to the visiting room door.  More specifically, to the commotion coming through the door.  Two correction officers were struggling with a handcuffed woman who was fighting every step of the way and cursing like a sailor.  From the conversation Finn could hear between the correction officers, the woman had been caught attempting to smuggle drugs to an inmate.  Attempts to smuggle contraband to prisoners were probably a regular occurrence.  What had both Finn and Kevin standing with mouths and eyes wide open was the detainee.  The fighting, cursing woman being dragged across the room was none other than the sweet, professional-looking mother who had so courteously guided them from the parking garage to the prison gate.   Finn shook his head and sighed.  This had been one helluva visit.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4: Moving Up 
 
    April 23rd 
 
    Finn smiled at the view from the driver’s seat.  Though the newspapers and debris blew about the street he paid them no mind, they were no more bother than the leaves in the fall, just ugly. He passed the graffiti and the scarred lampposts near the railroad crossing on Metropolitan Avenue, barely noticing the beat up old cars outside the junk yard.  This avenue might be falling apart just as much as it ever was, but it didn’t bother him this morning. The cars that cut him off and honked their horns didn't irritate him either. Perhaps one day they would see the error of their ways. Finn realized his upbeat outlook on life was temporary.  He was excited about this morning because he might actually be turning the corner in his investigation career.  For the first time, he was not hired by an oddball, kook, or some poor soul with no alternative but to reach out to an amateur like him.  For today’s case, Finn had been hired by Presidio Claims, the company handling insurance claims for the New York City School Construction Authority.  Right in the middle of this ugly urban landscape near the Brooklyn/Queens border, New York City was erecting a new public school.  Finn pulled off Metropolitan Avenue onto an uneven dirt road.  Finn’s good mood faced its first challenge in the form of the debris strewn road that was sure to be great on his tires.  The demolition phase of the project had just been completed, so Finn was looking at nothing that resembled a new school.  In fact, it resembled nothing. Two ancient factories had been demolished leaving a vacant lot with a few construction trailers positioned around the perimeter. 
 
    Finn parked next to the Turnbull Construction trailer.  Turnbull was the general contractor on the project and Finn had an appointment to meet with Mike Barnes, Turnbull’s Safety Engineer on the project. 
 
    The adjuster from Presidio Claims had assigned Finn to obtain a written statement from Barnes regarding an accident that took place on the site.  A security guard had allegedly fallen on a makeshift cinder block stairway used to access a trailer and had broken his ankle. Written statements had not been a part of any of his previous oddball cases, but when he was originally stocking his office with supplies he had purchased a ream of three-part carbon-less statement paper for the day when he would finally perform real investigations. 
 
    Finn checked his briefcase to make sure he had his pens and statement paper before entering the trailer.  His only problem now was the fact that he had never taken a written statement before, and he realized that claims adjusters wanted statements in a precise format.  When he received the assignment, Finn had two alternatives.  First, he could call the adjuster and say that he was ready for the assignment, but he just needed to know how to take a written statement.  Realizing that a call of that nature would bring a swift return to exclusively working his screwball cases, Finn chose option two – he read his books.  Finn had a book devoted entirely to written statements.  It actually seemed pretty easy.  The toughest part was going to be writing it. Even though the statement was written in the first person of the subject providing the statement, the book vigorously warned against the investigator handing the subject pen and paper and then directing him to write.  To the contrary, the book recommended that the investigator control the statement by writing it himself in the subject’s first person.  Writing out the statement was sure to be the biggest challenge for Finn.  Despite frequent rapping on the knuckles with a nun’s ruler, his abysmal handwriting would be the envy of any doctor or pharmacist. To assist with clarity of writing and to shorten the duration of the interview, the book suggested creating statement templates.  This made sense to Finn.  Since all statements began the same way, he could already have the opening preamble written beforehand.  Finn made sure he had a couple of his pre-written statements in his bag with the following information already written: 
 
     My name is (BLANK). Today’s date is (BLANK) and the time is (Blank). I am present at (BLANK) and I am providing this statement voluntarily to Finbar Devine. 
 
    The date of the accident was three weeks earlier, but the steps were still constructed of the makeshift cinder blocks.  Finn could feel them wobble as he carefully made his way up the four steps. Finn slightly chuckled as he grabbed the door and glanced down at the blocks.  No wonder this guy fell off these steps. 
 
    Mike Barnes didn’t seem troubled by the accident or the state of the stairs.  It seemed that in the construction world, using quickly constructed temporary cinder block stairs was a common practice.  Mike Barnes readily admitted the steps wobbled and had no handrails. He just felt that people needed to be careful on them., and Mike Barnes , with his stocky build, unshaven face and hard hat, fit Finn’s vision of a construction worker perfectly.  Finn found something refreshing about Mike’s simplistic view of the situation, but he knew to an insurance adjuster, telling people to be careful would probably not be the end of the case. 
 
    Finn examined the security log book maintained in the trailer.  Security Officer Peter Johnson signed the log on duty at 7AM on the date of the accident and signed off duty at 11PM. 
 
    “Wow!,” Finn exclaimed. “This guy worked sixteen hours that day.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Mike agreed. “It was a Sunday and the site was closed all day and night.” 
 
    “How did you find out about the accident?” Finn asked 
 
    “I got a call from the security contractor – Patriot Security.” 
 
    “What time?” Finn continued. 
 
    Mike rubbed his chin. “Hmm, I’d say I got the call at about 10:30PM.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “I live in Queens,” Mike replied, “So I was at the site at about 10:55PM” 
 
    “What happened then?” 
 
    “A security supervisor was pulling into the site just in front of me.  We both went to the trailer and found a couple of cinder blocks from the stairs askew.” 
 
    “Where was the injured security officer?” 
 
    “He was in the trailer, sitting behind the desk with his right leg up on the desk.” 
 
    “What did he tell you?” Finn asked. 
 
    “He said that at 8PM he left the trailer to perform his hourly patrol around the site.  He said that as he hit the first cinder block step, it dislodged and he fell to the ground.” 
 
    “What did he say about his injuries?” 
 
    Mike shrugged. “He said he originally thought he just mildly twisted his right ankle, and that he continued with his patrol. He said that when he got back to the trailer, the pain got progressively worse and that his ankle was throbbing, so he called his supervisor who in turn called me.  When the security supervisor got here, Johnson left the site and I never heard from him after that.” 
 
    Finn stopped making notes momentarily. “So, he was able to leave under his own power?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Mike nodded. “He had a little trouble negotiating the steps with the crutches, but he made it alright.” 
 
    Finn began another line of questioning on a fresh page in his notebook. “So, what happened when…..” he stopped abruptly and stared at Mike Barnes. “What crutches?” he asked. 
 
    “His crutches,” Mike responded in a matter of fact fashion. 
 
    “He had crutches?” Finn repeated. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I said,” Mike confirmed. 
 
    Finn looked away for a moment and then back to Mike. “Why would he have crutches with him?” 
 
    Finn could almost see the lightbulb illuminate over Mike Barnes head. “Hey, I never thought about it,” he exclaimed. “He did have crutches with him before he was injured. That’s strange, isn’t it.” 
 
    “I would say so,” Finn nodded. “It seems like maybe our friend Johnson hurt his ankle somewhere else, dragged himself to work on a Sunday when no one was around, and then tried to claim it happened on the construction site.” Finn shook his head and snickered. “He was so greedy that he sat there for two full shifts before reporting it so he would get all his overtime pay for the day.” 
 
    Finn departed the construction site with his chest puffed out with pride.  Not only was he carrying a beautifully written statement in his bag, but that statement provided strong evidence of insurance fraud via a staged accident.  Finn found it ironic.  Months ago, his name had been on the front page of every newspaper when he cracked his big missing person case and saved Chelsea Garland, but today, for the first time, he was really beginning to feel like a private investigator. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5: The Dark Path 
 
    April 30th 
 
    “Investigations, how may I help you?”  Finn had tested several greetings over the months, but ultimately settled on the very simple, yet professional salutation. 
 
    “Finn Delaney?” 
 
    “Yes, who’s calling?” 
 
    “Ben Rothchild, how have you been, Finn?” 
 
    Finn was instantly nervous.  Ben Rothchild was the source of his first real case.  He had solved the case of the mysterious voices and noises Ben’s mother was hearing in her apartment at night by discovering that the sounds were emanating from the subway and working their way up to her apartment through the HVAC ducts.  What ingratiated Finn most to Ben was the fact that even though Ben’s mother wanted Finn to continue to check other sinister causes of the noise, he didn’t want to take further money to continue a fruitless investigation.  It was later that Ben referred Finn to Susan Garland and began his quest to find her missing daughter, Chelsea, a case that garnered Finn his fifteen minutes of fame and almost got him killed.  So, it was with some understandable apprehension that Finn asked Ben Rothchild what he could do for him. 
 
    “It’s not me who needs your help,” Ben stated. “It’s a friend of mine named Nancy Mills.” 
 
    Finn tensed as if preparing for a punch in the stomach. “What does she need, Ben?” 
 
    Ben Rothchild, who never seemed to be at a loss for words, seemed to be searching for the right way to communicate his message to Finn.  “Well, I’m sure you remember a couple of years ago the murders in that park in Queens.  They called them the Demon Murders – or something like that.” 
 
    “Sure, I remember.” Finn already did not like the direction the conversation was going. 
 
    “Nancy’s boy Charlie was convicted of those murders.” 
 
    “Let me stop you right there.” Finn wanted to end this before it started. “There’s absolutely nothing I can do with that case.  From what I remember, the police caught the kid in possession of the knife with blood all over him.  He admitted to being in the woods with the victims and said they were conducting some occult ritual when demons came and killed his friends.  He all but confessed to the killings.  Besides, the kid has already been in jail for two years.  What am I supposed to do now?” 
 
    “I hear you Finn,” Ben agreed. “It’s just that Nancy found something or learned something that she said could prove Charlie’s innocence. 
 
    “What did she find?” 
 
    “She wouldn’t tell me.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t she go to the police?” 
 
    “She did.  They’re not interested.” 
 
    Finn chuckled. “This must be some great new evidence.” 
 
    “I know this will probably lead nowhere,” Ben said. “But Nancy is desperate.  I always knew Charlie to be a good kid.  He was slow and very susceptible to suggestion, but I don’t think he could be talked into butchering three people.” 
 
    Finn wanted to cut to the chase. “What do you want me to do, Ben?” 
 
    “Just call Nancy and talk to her.  If you think there is nothing you can do after you talk to her – tell her so.  I will still be grateful.” 
 
    Finn sighed. “OK, I’ll call her.” 
 
    “Thanks Finn. You’re the best.” Ben snickered a bit. “Who knows, maybe this case will add to your fame. I’ll text you Nancy’s info.” 
 
    “That just what I need Ben – more fame.” Finn disconnected the call and rubbed his right temple with three fingers.  He had a bad feeling about what he was getting into. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    May 1st 
 
    When the light turned green Finn crossed Roosevelt Avenue and entered the heart of Jackson Heights.  The historic Queens neighborhood was less than five miles from Finn's Middle Village home, but he found the atmosphere very different.  The streets that were once a sleek new tarmac were now greyed by the bleaching of the sun.  The road was a monochrome patchwork, each one lined with a shiny border of tar.  Despite these fixes there were still cracks and the potholes grew larger with each passing year.  The trees that were once fine and healthy were now gnarled and embittered, growing tall but without strength, competing unnaturally against the towering apartment buildings they were planted too close to.  
 
    Finn parked in front of Hampton Court, one of the oldest garden apartments in Jackson Heights.  Finn had to walk the length of 78th Street because he did not realize Hampton Court consisted of eleven identical five story red brick facade buildings.  He knew it wasn't professional, but he called to get clarification from Nancy Mills as to the specific location of her apartment. 
 
    "Come in Mr. Delaney, I'm glad you found me." 
 
    "I'm glad too, Ms. Mills." Finn wasn't sure if Nancy was being sarcastic 
 
    Nancy directed Finn into the finely furnished living room apropos for a historic building. "Can I get you something to drink?" 
 
    Finn settled into the very soft sofa. "Nothing for me, thank you." 
 
    Nancy sat on the piano bench opposite the sofa. "Ben Rothchild tells me you were very helpful to a friend of his.  I read about you in the papers." 
 
    Finn did not want to beat around the bush. "Look, Ms. Mills, I know all about the details of the murders.  I know how difficult this must be for you, so why don’t you spare me the background of the case and just get to the reason why you think I can help you." 
 
    Nancy chuckled uncomfortably. "You want me to get right to the point - OK then." 
 
    Nancy walked to the window and focused on the blue sky while clearing her throat. “Charlie was always different.  I knew it, but I wouldn’t accept it.  I wanted him to fit in.  I wanted desperately for my square peg to somehow wedge into that round hole.” She turned to face Finn. “Mild Intellectual Disability they called it.  His IQ was 68 and he was slower than normal in all developmental areas, but he looked normal and was able to learn practical life skills.  Charlie needed all kinds of help, but I was satisfied with the fact that he was able to blend in socially and accomplish the basic functions of daily life” 
 
    Finn fidgeted on the sofa. “I’m very sorry for how things turned out for your son, ma’am, but I still don’t understand how I can help you.” 
 
    Nancy returned to the piano bench. “Please, Mr. Delaney, let me finish venting my guilt and then you’ll see my point.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Finn nodded. 
 
    “It was easy enough keeping tabs on Charlie when he was a little boy.  He didn’t stand out as being different so much, and I could keep a close eye on him, like I did for all my children when they were growing up.” 
 
    “You have other children?” Finn asked. 
 
    “Another son and daughter.  Both have their own families and live out of state.” Nancy studied Finn’s face. “You seem surprised, Mr. Delaney.” 
 
    Finn shrugged. 
 
    “Charlie is twelve and fourteen years younger than my other two children.  I suppose he would be called a late in life child.  If I were going to be brutally honest, I would call him what he was – an accident.”  Nancy’s eyes were moist. “But I loved this accident as much as my other children and so did my husband.  Charlie was ten when my husband died and he was devastated.  His father was his whole world.” 
 
    “How did Mr. Mills pass?” 
 
    “An accident at work.  He worked as a signal maintainer for the Transit Authority and he was electrocuted when he accidentally came in contact with the electrified third rail on the subway train tracks.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, ma’am.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Nancy nodded and took a deep breath.  And let’s put an end to the ma’am business.  My name is Nancy.” 
 
    Finn smiled. “OK, Nancy, and I’m Finn.” 
 
    “Well, Finn, I’m almost done with my guilt trip.  When Charlie became a teenager, he wanted to have friends that he fit in with, but it was painfully obvious that he would not fit in at his regular high school.  I still closed my eyes and thought he’d be better off with these so-called regular kids.” 
 
    “And he wasn’t?” Finn asked. 
 
    “All Charlie got from his regular high school was a regular dose of bullying and tormenting.” 
 
    “How long did you leave him in school?” 
 
    Nancy looked surprised. “How long? Until he graduated, of course.  That’s right, Finn, even an intellectually disabled child like my Charlie was pushed right through the New York City school system and graduated high school with the rest of the so-called normal kids.” 
 
    “What happened after he graduated?” 
 
    Nancy pressed her hands together symbolic of prayer. “I actually thought my prayers were being answered.  Charlie’s uncle got him a job with a moving company in Brooklyn.  Charlie was strong and eager and moving furniture around seemed to be the ideal job for him.” 
 
    “Was it?” Finn inquired. 
 
    “Charlie loved it.  I actually started to believe Charlie’s story was going to have a happy ending.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Charlie still needed friends.  He started hanging out with a couple of the guys on his work crew.” 
 
    “I guess you didn’t like them,” Finn commented. 
 
    “Believe me, I wanted to like anyone Charlie would have as a friend, but you can only keep your head buried in the sand so long, and for me, my head was buried too long.” 
 
    “What were these friends like?” 
 
    “There was one in particular named Andre, but for some reason they called him Drago.  He was just a bit older than Charlie, but he was a scary looking guy.  He came over here a couple of times and I found it very unsettling to be in the room with him.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Nancy looked down to the floor. “I know this is going to make me seem like I’m the one who needs psychiatric help, but Drago looked just like the devil.” 
 
    “Really?” Finn again fidgeted on the sofa. 
 
    Nancy held up both hands. “Don’t worry, Finn, I’m not nuts. The guy just looked evil, and Charlie would tell me about the things they did together.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Charlie was always talking about how they would chant and sing songs and try to get people called demons to appear.  Charlie thought it was all great fun.” 
 
    “Did you do anything?” 
 
    Nancy shrugged, her eyes moist again. “What could I do? My son had friends and was having a good time.  Was I supposed to take that away from him?” 
 
    Finn leaned forward. “You still haven’t told me how I…..” 
 
    Nancy cut Finn off. “A mother knows her son.  Charlie is a gentle soul who is incapable of hurting anyone.” Finn looked away as Nancy continued. “I see the look on your face, Finn, but you just have to trust me when I tell you that Charlie is incapable of lying.” 
 
    Finn didn’t like doing this, but he felt he had no choice. “So, you believe Charlie when he said a demon flew into those woods and killed those men?’”  
 
    Nancy sighed. “I don’t know what happened in those woods, but I know Charlie did not butcher three people – he couldn’t do it!” 
 
    Finn extended his arms. “How am I going to prove he didn’t do it?” 
 
    “Wait one moment.” Nancy disappeared into the adjacent room and returned holding a small card. “The police tore Charlie’s room apart.  They took everything.  A couple of weeks ago, however, I found this in the bottom of my purse.” 
 
    Nancy extended the card to Finn.  There was blue ink writing on it: Milk – Bread – Eggs – Corn. 
 
    Finn held the card in the air. “It’s a shopping list – so what?” 
 
    “Turn the card over,” Nancy directed. 
 
    Finn’s eyes widened.  Apparently, the groceries were scribbled on the back of a business card.  Finn was now looking at the printing on the front – CHURCH OF SATAN – NYC 
 
    Finn shrugged and offered the card back to Nancy. “I’ll admit it’s a business card you don’t see every day, but I still don’t see your point.” 
 
    Nancy seemed a bit annoyed for the first time. “I would think a private investigator would recognize a potential lead.” 
 
    Finn returned the tone. “Yeah, if there was a lead to recognize.” 
 
    Nancy’s tone immediately changed to conciliatory. “Look, Finn, I know I may be grasping for straws, but I think there’s something to uncover here.  Charlie’s claim about the demons, and now I find this card.  I certainly didn’t bring it into the house, so Charlie or one of his friends must have had it.” 
 
    Finn finished Nancy’s thought. “And you think this Church of Satan may be involved somehow with the murders.” 
 
    Nancy went back to the window and then turned to face Finn. “It’s all I have.  I always vowed that I would leave no stone unturned, and now I finally have a stone to turn over.  Will you turn this stone for me, Finn?” 
 
    “I’ll do what I can.”  Finn wanted to slap himself in the head.  He came here to humor a friend of Ben Rothchild, but suddenly – he was all in. 
 
    “Thank you so much.  This means a lot to me that I’m trying to do something to help Charlie.” 
 
    Finn sounded a note of caution. “Just don’t get your hopes up.” 
 
    “I won’t,” Nancy responded. “What do you need from me?” 
 
    Finn stroked his chin. “Well, I guess the first thing I’m going to need to do is talk to Charlie.  Can you arrange that?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    May 2nd 
 
    Finn sat at the curb with the engine idling.  The sky was overcast, but the forecast did not call for rain.  He hoped the weather was similar seventy miles to the north.  Nancy Mills emerged from the entrance door to the Hampton Court.  Finn studied her as she walked down the decaying ornate brick walkway.  She was a petite woman with a very complicated look.  Finn estimated that Nancy was around sixty years old, but she was one of those people who never seemed to lose the youthful appearance.  The complexity lay in the toll her son’s incarceration was taking on her.  The stress of the last two years had eaten away at that youthful looking face, transforming the sixty-year old into something closer to a seventy- year old.  Still, she never lost that youthful twinkle in her eye as she opened the passenger door of the Camry. 
 
    “Good morning, Finn. How are you today?” 
 
    “I’m good, Nancy.” 
 
    Nancy put the bag she was carrying in the backseat, settled into the passenger seat and secured the seatbelt.  “I have to confess something Finn.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Finn asked. 
 
    “Even if nothing comes from your meeting with Charlie, at least this was a huge help to me.  It takes me around three hours to get to the hospital by bus.” 
 
    “Wow!” Finn declared. “Even with bad traffic I figure it should take us no more than an hour and a half.” 
 
    The drive overt the RFK Bridge and through the Bronx was a mixture of social small talk and periods of silence.  It was on the Tappan Zee Bridge that Nancy began to open up about the case. 
 
    “It’s hard to believe it’s been two years,” she began.  “Everything is a blur to me now, especially those early months.  Charlie was arrested for the murders and had nothing more than the story of the demons committing the crime.  I had no money for a lawyer, so a public defender was assigned.  That guy pounded his chest and declared what a big victory he had won in getting Charlie found not guilty by reason of insanity.  I bought into his mantra, but in the back of my mind I was always asking why couldn’t Charlie be found not guilty by reason that he didn’t do it.” 
 
    Finn didn’t want to question her son’s innocence, but he couldn’t help himself.  “You have to admit, Nancy, a defense that demons committed the murders isn’t much of a defense.” 
 
    “I don’t expect you to understand this, Finn,” Nancy continued. “If me or you were out in those woods committing murder, we wouldn’t blame it on demons because we know the story is ridiculous and no one would believe us.  We would come up with some other story that at least made some sense.  Charlie’s mind doesn’t work that way.  There is only one possible way Charlie could have come up with the story about the demons.” 
 
    “What’s the reason?” Finn asked. 
 
    “Because it happened!” 
 
    There was silence inside the vehicle for the first ten miles on the New York State Thruway. 
 
    “The Mid-Hudson Forensic Psychiatric Center.  They call it a hospital,” Nancy chuckled sarcastically. “Have you ever been to a facility for the criminally insane, Finn?” 
 
    “No, I haven’t” 
 
    Nancy sighed. “Well, I know exactly what your expectations are – hellish scenes of cages and restraints, the better to keep us safe from the Hannibal Lecters of the world.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I’d put it quite that way,” Finn opined. 
 
    “Oh, it’s OK,” Nancy continued. “It is hellish, but not because the patients are restrained.  Quite the opposite.  I was shocked at the amount of freedom patients have, even the violent ones. Charlie has been assaulted several times for absolutely no reason other than the fact that violent crazy people are allowed to roam freely around the facility.” 
 
    “Have you done anything?” 
 
    “I had a meeting with the facility administrator to demand to know how he was going to ensure my son’s safety.” 
 
    “What did he say?” 
 
    “The administrator said they were currently testing innovative tactics to curb violent behavior, such as music, water beds, playground swings, and the use of humor.” 
 
    “The use of humor?” Finn questioned 
 
    “I guess they tell the patients jokes.  Keep them laughing and they won’t attack anyone.  Can you believe this? Nancy’s disgust was obvious. 
 
    “I guess there’s not much you can do.”  
 
    “Oh, I was given a choice,” Nancy snarled. “The administrator said I could choose to have Charlie placed in solitary confinement.” She took a deep breath. “Some choice, huh. Leave Charlie at the mercy of violent crazies or lock him away alone.” Nancy reached over and placed her left hand on Finn’s right forearm. Her voice now slightly quivering. “Finn, my boy is slow, but he is not insane and he is not a murderer.  If I don’t get him out of this place soon, he will be insane.” 
 
    Finn was relieved to find the dry overcast conditions still holding seventy miles north of the city.  When Nancy pointed to the two o'clock position, Finn laid eyes on the facility for the first time.  It was stunning.  The building was a classic mansion of red brick and white columns, but as he got closer, Finn could see the facility decaying and weathering with age, but it was still an imposing structure. Five minutes inside the asylum was enough for Finn to recognize the ironic contradiction.  This asylum was no place to seek asylum, at least not in the traditional sense of the word.  An asylum should be a place of refuge from the storms that hurt the mind. a place of love and sanctuary.  Finn couldn't help but feel the bare walls and bare floors reflecting the real identity of the institution, a place devoid of hope and love.  Then there were the windowless rooms, the lack of real light, the doors without handles, all symbols of a metaphor for emotional indifference.   
 
    Finn found the huge visiting room as cold and unwelcoming as every room he passed through.  He noted that the staff seemed to fit the atmosphere perfectly.  No one smiled or provided any greetings, even when Nancy was signing in at the main reception desk.  If not for the white uniforms, Finn would be hard pressed to distinguish patents from staff. 
 
    Finn followed Nancy to an empty table in the corner of the room. “Sit,” she said while easing into the adjacent chair. “They’ll bring Charlie out in a minute.” 
 
    Sitting at the table to Finn’s right, an old lady rocked back and forth. In her gnarled hands was the figurine of a horse, likely the only thing the old man, probably her husband, had gotten past hospital security. The old man gave his wife a child’s sippy cup filled with juice, and no one was going to get it away from her until she completely drained the juice. The old woman appeared disappointed that her drink was gone, but she seemed happy to return to stroking the horse. She turned and spoke with the voice of a petulant child, "Finders keepers, losers weepers!" Then she turned back to the horse and stroked it again. 
 
    Finn found the scene incredibly depressing.  He looked away from the old woman’s table just in time to hear Nancy announce, “Here he comes!” 
 
    From across the room Finn observed one of the emotionless looking staff members escorting a tall, stocky young man.  His round face under short brown hair was beaming.  At that moment he looked like the happiest person in the world. 
 
    “Mommy!” Charlie blurted as he met Nancy in the warmest embrace Finn had ever seen. 
 
    “How’s my boy?” Nancy’s voice was trembling 
 
    “Am I coming home with you today, mommy?” 
 
    “Not today, Charlie. Just a little while longer.” 
 
    Charlie seemed to lose the energy in his body. “Oh, I want to go home. I don’t like it here.” 
 
    “I know, baby,” Nancy consoled. “Just a little while longer.” 
 
    Nancy welcomed the opportunity to change the subject. “Hey, Charlie. I brought a friend with me today to see you.  This is Finn.” 
 
    Finn extended his hand. “Nice to meet you, Charlie.” 
 
    “Hello, Finn,” Charlie smiled. 
 
    For the next thirty minutes Finn took Charlie through his entire life, from school, memories of his dad, high school graduation, his job, and his friends.  Charlie really did seem like a gentle soul.  Finn could not picture this boy hurting an insect, no less butchering three people in the woods. 
 
    Finn felt it was important to develop a rapport with Charlie, but he knew it was time to move into talking about his friends and the night of the murders. 
 
    "When did you meet Andre Rosick?"  Finn thought he noted a confused look on Charlie's face. "Just do your best if you don't remember exactly when." 
 
    "Oh, that's OK," Charlie smiled. "I've been asked that question so many times.  I met Drago the first day I started my job." 
 
    "And that was about two and a half years ago, correct?" Finn clarified. 
 
    "That's correct." 
 
    "Why was Andre called Drago?" 
 
    Charlie shrugged. "I don't know.  I never asked him." 
 
    "How often would you hang out with your friend, Drago?" 
 
    "Every weekend, and sometimes during the week." Charlie smiled toward Nancy. "Mom didn't like me staying out on a work night." 
 
    "What would you do with Drago?" 
 
    "Lots of fun things.  We would go to the movies and sometimes play pool." 
 
    "Anything else?" Finn probed 
 
    "Yeah," Charlie continued. "Drago liked scary things.  We would do scary things that were fun." 
 
    "What kinds of scary things?" Finn asked. 
 
    "Like Halloween scary," Charlie replied. "Ghosts, monsters, demons. That kind of stuff." 
 
    "Where would you do this scary stuff?" Finn continued. 
 
    "Mostly when we went to church." 
 
    "Church?" There was obvious surprise in Finn's voice. 
 
    "Yeah, it was church.  But it wasn't like mass me and mom went to at St. Joan of Arc." 
 
    "Where was this church?" Finn asked 
 
    "In the city somewhere," Charlie responded. "I'm not sure what street.  Drago was always with me." 
 
    Finn pressed on. "What was church like that made it fun and scary?" 
 
    "It was fun.  We wore masks, and people wore robes and hoods.  It was just like Halloween." 
 
    Finn referenced the other two murder victims. "Did Christian and Armando go to church too.?" 
 
    "Yeah, I met them at church, but they didn't hang out with me and Drago outside of Church." 
 
    Finn took a deep breath.  He knew he was getting to the most important part of his interview. "Charlie, on the night the very bad thing happened, why did you go into those woods with Drago? 
 
    Charlie's relaxed demeanor seemed to abandon him.  "We went there to have fun," he answered in a nervous tone. 
 
    "Was that the first time you were in those woods?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Did you know where you were?" 
 
    "Not really," Charlie replied. "Drago just said we were in some park." 
 
    "And Christian and Armando were with you?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "What did Drago say you were going to do in the woods?" Finn asked. 
 
    "Drago said we were going to have scary fun like at church - with monsters and demons." 
 
    "Why didn't you just have the fun at church? Finn continued. "Why go to the woods?" 
 
    Charlie shrugged. "Drago said the priest at church didn't want to have too much scary fun, so we would have to go somewhere else to have fun alone." 
 
    Finn sighed and continued. "What happened when you got into those woods?" 
 
    Charlie stopped making eye contact. "We came to this area with no trees, and Drago drew the scary symbol in the dirt." 
 
    "What symbol?" 
 
    "The same scary symbol they had at church." 
 
    "What did the scary symbol look like?" Finn asked. 
 
    Charlie seemed to become more uncomfortable with each new probe. "A star." 
 
    "Like a star on the American flag?" 
 
    Charlie shook his head and looked down. "No, not like that. It was different." 
 
    Finn was disappointed in himself.  If he were a real investigator, he would now be showing Charlie all types of symbols, including the pentagram that had been drawn into the dirt at the murder site.  Instead, he had nothing to display. "OK," Finn continued. "What happened after Drago drew the scary symbol?" 
 
    "We all drank wine, and then we began singing the scary song." 
 
    "What was the scary song?" 
 
    Charlie shook his head at a faster speed. "I don't know.  It sounded like the same song they sang at church, but it was in a different language.  Drago, Christian and Armando sang, I just sort of hummed along with the tune." 
 
    "Do you know what the purpose of the scary song was?" 
 
    "Drago said it was a song to call monsters and demons to us." 
 
    "What happened next, Charlie?" 
 
    Charlie took a deep breath and bit his lip. "We were standing in a circle around the scary symbol.  We were singing for about ten minutes, but I had to go to the bathroom really bad, so I went into the trees to pee.  While I was peeing, I could see in the clearing that the demons arrived." 
 
    Finn sat back in his chair. "You saw demons?" 
 
    "Yeah, they flew into the clearing." 
 
    "They flew?" 
 
    "Well, I didn't actually see them fly," Charlie admitted, "but how else would they get there." 
 
    "How may demons were there?" 
 
    "Two." 
 
    "What did they look like?" 
 
    "Like demons," Charlie responded. 
 
    "What did their faces look like?" 
 
    "Like horrible, scary demons." 
 
    "What did you see next?" 
 
    Charlies eyes were moist. "The demons killed my friends with a big knife." 
 
    "Did you do anything?" 
 
    "I was too scared," Charlie said. "I stayed hiding behind the tree until the demons left." 
 
    "Did the demons ever say anything?" 
 
    "Yeah." Charlie perked up momentarily. "One demon called out the other demon's name." 
 
    "And what was that name?" 
 
    "Mormo." 
 
    "What happened next?" 
 
    "The demons left.?" 
 
    "Did they fly away?" 
 
    "No," Charlie said. "They ran down the trail." 
 
    "What did you do then?" 
 
    "I went into the clearing and picked up the big knife." 
 
    “Then what did you do?” 
 
    “I laid down next to Drago.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I thought he might just be sleeping, and I would be there if he woke up.” 
 
    “How long did you lay there?” 
 
    “A long time – until it became light again.” 
 
    “Why did you decide to get up?” 
 
    “When the teenagers came.” 
 
    “What did the teenagers do?” 
 
    "I don't know. They ran away."  Charlie looked at Nancy. "I don't want to talk about this anymore." 
 
    "That's OK, Charlie," Finn closed his notepad. "I'm done." 
 
    Charlie did not react to Finn's statement, but continued addressing Nancy. "Can I come home with you today?" 
 
    Nancy grabbed Charlie's hand. "I'm sorry, honey, not today - soon." 
 
    Charlie's eyes were filling up. "I don't like it here. I want to go home!" 
 
    The last thing Finn wanted was to be a part of this gut wrenching scene. "Nancy, spend as much time with Charlie as you can. I'll be outside." 
 
    "Where will I meet you, Finn?" 
 
    Finn thought for a moment. "If the weather is still good, I'll be in the row of benches outside the front entrance." Finn stood up. "It was nice talking to you, Charlie. I hope to see you again." Finn extended his hand, but Charlie did not return the gesture, and instead stared down at the table." 
 
    "Charlie!" Nancy scolded. "Where are your manners. Shake hands with Mr. Delaney." 
 
    Charlie extended his hand, but maintained his focus on the table. 
 
    The sky was still overcast, but it didn't have that feel of impending rain.  Finn planted himself on a bench and took in the local scenery.  He had to admit that the shrubbery, trees, and quiet created a very peaceful, attractive environment.  Finn paged through his notes, not really looking for anything in particular.  He stopped on the third page, took out his pen and circled one word - MORMO. Finn brought up Google on his iPhone and searched for MORMO. "Oh my God!" he said out loud when he clicked on the first response.   
 
    Mormo is the demon known as King of the ghouls. He is a demon derived from a spirit of ancient Greek culture, which punished bad children. In addition, he was a consort of Hecate, the Greek goddess of the underworld and witchcraft. 
 
    Finn looked up at the passing clouds. It didn't seem like Charlie was the type of young man who was capable of cutting people's throats, but what did he know.  What was more confusing to him now was how Charlie could possibly have known the name of a demon.  If he did commit the murders, he was dumb enough to sit there in the blood, holding the knife waiting for the police, and to tell a fantastic story of demons swooping in and doing the deed, yet sharp enough to have the name of one of the demons. It didn't make sense. 
 
    It was so nice on that bench, Finn began to doze off.  He didn't know how long he was snoozing when he was aroused by a familiar voice. 
 
    "Are you ready, Finn?" 
 
    Finn shot up from the bench to face Nancy's smiling face. 
 
    "You really looked comfortable," she commented. 
 
    Finn ignored his slumber session as they walked toward the parking lot. 
 
    Nancy shook her head. "Every time I see him, it's heartbreaking." 
 
    "He seems like a good kid," Finn commented. 
 
    "Good, bad, or indifferent," Nancy declared. "He did not commit those murders. He's not capable of it." 
 
    Finn stopped on the sidewalk. "Nancy, you're not saying that you believe demons swooped in and did it, are you?" 
 
    "Of course not," she answered with a tinge of annoyance. "I don't know who did it, but I know Charlie didn't do it." 
 
    There was silence for the rest of the walk to the Camry.  When they were both seated in the car, Nancy grabbed Finn's right hand before he started the ignition. "What are you going to do now?" 
 
    Finn pushed the ignition button. "I'm gonna do what you hired me to do.  I'm gonna take a look at that church." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6: The Church 
 
    May 5th 
 
    It was past 10AM and the desk across the office was still empty.  As usual there had been no call from Gladys warning of her tardiness.  What else was new?  Finn snickered.  Maybe she really was dead this time.  He shook his head and reminded himself he wasn’t being nice as he opened his case folder.   The sound of the street entrance door opening echoed up the stairs and into the office.  Eureka! Gladys had arrived and would make her was up the stairs in approximately ten minutes.  Finn tapped his fingers on the open folder and pondered what course of action to take.  Basically, he had wasted a whole day of surveillance on Joe Wesson, and it was his own fault that the day was a bust.  He folded his hands on the desk as he considered that it wasn’t really his fault, it was all caused by that jerk cop Rocco Gentile.  Wherever the fault lay, Finn had a problem.  He wasn’t savvy enough yet to know if it was still appropriate for him to bill the client for a surveillance that he was at least partially responsible for ruining.   
 
    Finn’s concentration was broken by his iPhone.  Out of the corner of his eye he could see that there was a new post in one of the Facebook groups he belonged to.  Finn picked up his phone and saw that the post was from someone in the group formed for his police academy recruit company.  He tapped the screen and waited for the post to load.  Five seconds later he was staring at the following post from Rocco G. 
 
    Hey guys – guess what recently retired member of our company with a bum knee was sighted having fun in a notorious male cruising location in Cunningham Park. 
 
    “I don’t believe this,” Finn said out loud.  He began furiously typing on the phone.  He desperately needed to stay ahead of this.  When he finished typing, he tapped the screen and watched his post appear. 
 
     FINN D. – For everyone’s information, I am a private investigator and was performing a surveillance when I ran into Rocco G. 
 
    No sooner did his post display, Finn realized he had made a huge mistake.  These were cops in this group, akin to sharks circling a wounded fish in the water. They could smell blood.  The posts began arriving fast and furious. 
 
    JOEY F. – Hey Finn. Glad to hear you’re doing well.  Stay safe out there and practice safe sex. 
 
    YANKS FAN 1 – Be proud, brother. 
 
    FREDDY MAC – I wish I had known this while we were classmates.  I always thought you were hot. DM me!!!! 
 
    KENNY BAGS:  Since you’re hanging out near those baseball fields, are you pitching or catching. LOL!!! 
 
    That was all Finn could tolerate at the moment.  His right thumb wiped the page clean and he put the phone back on the desk.  He took a deep breath.  This was actually very funny, but he felt like crying rather than laughing. 
 
    “Whew! I don’t how much longer I can take these stairs.” Gladys had entered the office. “Can’t you get one of those chair lifts installed for me?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” Finn remarked as he hit the stairs. “It will be in tomorrow?” 
 
    “Don’t be a smartass.  Where are you going?  As if I didn’t know.” 
 
    Finn yelled up the stairs, “If you already know – don’t ask!” 
 
    “Have a drink for me,” Gladys shot back. 
 
    The pub was empty, cool, and quiet.  Just the way Finn liked it.  Kevin emerged from the basement stairway door holding two fresh bottles of Irish whiskey.  “Top of the morning to you, Finbar.” 
 
    Finn hopped up on a stool. “Hey, Kev.” 
 
    Kevin put the bottles on the top shelf behind the bar. “So, what’s new in the private eye world?” 
 
    Finn smiled. “Actually, I’m glad you asked.  You know how you said you always wanted to do some work for me.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kevin responded. “But apparently, I’m not good enough to work with the hero private eye.” 
 
    Finn shook his head. “That was just a big misunderstanding, buddy.  I would love to have you work with me. In fact, I need you to work with me.” 
 
    Kevin leaned on the bar, his eyes squinting. “What’s the catch?” 
 
    Finn waved his hands. “No catch. I just have a case I need help with and you’d be perfect for it.” 
 
    Kevin was still squinting. “Why would I be perfect for the case?” 
 
    “Because you know how to talk to people,” Finn responded. 
 
    “Who would I be talking to?” 
 
    “Some people you already met.  I need you to introduce me.” 
 
    Kevin stood up straight and scratched his head. “You’re losing me here.” 
 
    “Why don’t we have a shot of Buca?” Finn suggested. 
 
    “You want a shot?” Kevin was amazed. “This has to be some introduction,” he remarked as he poured the shots. 
 
    Kevin made short work of the shot. “Now, who do you want an introduction to?” 
 
    Finn took a moment to catch his breath from the drink.  He took a deep breath and finally broke the news. “I need you to get me into that Church of Satan you went to.” 
 
    Kevin threw his hands in the air and walked to the opposite side of the bar. “No way. You are out of your mind.  I told you what happened to me in that place. There is no way I am going back there.” 
 
    “Just calm yourself,” Finn cautioned. “I only need you to bring me there once.  Once I’m introduced you can run away and hide.” 
 
    “They won’t let me back in, anyway.  I told you I ran out of there last time.” 
 
    “Call the girl. Get her to take you back there and bring me along for the ride.” 
 
    “Ask me anything else, Finbar.” 
 
    “I’m not asking anything else,” Finn clarified. “I’m asking this. I have to get inside that church for this murder case I’m working.” 
 
    “What case?” Kevin asked 
 
    “Remember the other day, we saw in the paper that it was the second anniversary of the Demon Murders in Alley Pond Park?” 
 
    “Yeah, so?” 
 
    “So, I was hired by the mother of the kid who was convicted of those murders.  She’s convinced he didn’t do it, and she just found a business card from the Church of Satan in her purse.  She thinks her son must have had the card, and that the church is somehow involved with the murders.” 
 
    “They found that kid sitting with the bodies, holding the knife, covered with blood,” Kevin said. “He told the police the demons flew in and killed his friends.  No one believed him – no one except you, apparently.” 
 
    “I don’t know what I believe, but I told his mother I would look into the church, and that’s what I intend to do.” 
 
    “So, go look into the church,” Kevin suggested. “You don’t need me for that.” 
 
    “I wish I could,” Finn shrugged. “I called and the person that answered the phone said new people are only permitted in the church when accompanied by a member.” 
 
    Kevin smiled and held his arms outstretched. “I wish I could help, my friend, but I’m not a member.” 
 
    “Like I said,” Finn responded. “Call the girl.” 
 
    Kevin stared out the window to Woodhaven Boulevard while Finn continued. “Look. I don’t care if you set me up alone to go with the girl.  I just thought it would make more sense for you to call her and tell her that you were sorry about how the last visit turned out, and that you really wanted to see her again as well as the church.” 
 
    Kevin finished Finns thought. “Oh, and by the way, I’m bring a friend along.” 
 
    “Something like that,” Finn smiled. 
 
    Kevin resumed leaning on the bar. “Look, I’ll try to do this once, and only once. I don’t like that place.” 
 
    “Perfectly understandable,” Finn said. 
 
    “If I reach out to this girl,” Kevin continued, “And she will bring me back there, once I get you in you’re on your own. Don’t look for me because I’ll likely make the same running exit I made the first time.” 
 
    Finn held up the empty shot glass. “You’re a true friend.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” Kevin poured himself another shot and quickly devoured it. “Save your bullshit. You owe me for life if I can pull this off.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    May 6th 
 
    Finn found Kevin's broad smile somewhat disturbing. "What are you so happy about?", he asked. 
 
    Despite no muscular development anywhere on his large, rather soft body, Kevin struck a traditional front double bicep pose. "Who's the man?" he declared. 
 
    "I guess you are," Finn chuckled. "But I wouldn't brag too much about those guns." 
 
    Kevin switched to a single bicep pose. "You're just jealous of my pythons." 
 
    Finn rolled his eyes. "Whatever, now why are you the man?" 
 
    Kevin placed two shot glasses on the bar, but Finn quickly placed his hand over the glass closest to him. 
 
    "No problem," Kevin said as he poured a shot of Sambuca. "I prefer drinking alone." 
 
    Kevin wiped his mouth with his hand and took a deep, satisfied breath. "That was good," he nodded. "Now, as far as me being the man, I must be the man because Carmen could not resist me." 
 
    For a brief moment, Finn was lost - Carmen? Who was Carmen?  Before Kevin could say a word, awareness set in. "Is she the girl from the church?" Finn asked excitedly. 
 
    Kevin basked in his moment. "That's right, my boy. She just couldn't resist the big guy's charm" 
 
    Finn ignored his friend's inflated ego. "So, what happened?" 
 
    "I told her I really liked her and that I was really embarrassed about what I did." 
 
    "That was it?" 
 
    "Yup. She was the one who suggested going back to the church.  I guess so I can do my penance." 
 
    "Did you mention......." 
 
    Kevin cut Finn off. "She said it was no problem for me to bring a friend." 
 
    Finn slapped the bar. "That's great. There's no catch?" 
 
    Kevin tilted his head slightly. "Welllll," he said, drawing out the word unnaturally. 
 
    Finn momentarily put his head down on the bar. "I knew it was too good to be true." He lifted his head and stared at Kevin. "OK, what?" 
 
    "Not a big deal," Kevin reassured. "We just have to join the church." 
 
    "What does that involve?" Finn asked. 
 
    "We just have to fill out the application and pay the membership fee." 
 
    "How much is the fee?" 
 
    "Two hundred." 
 
    "Two hundred dollars?" The tone of Finn's voice reflected his shock. 
 
    "That's right," Kevin responded. "Well, actually, its four hundred because you are paying my fee, right, pal?" 
 
    Finn grit his teeth. "I guess I am. Now where is the application?" 
 
    "Carmen gave me the website." Kevin pulled a business card from his wallet and offered it to Finn. Finn glanced at the handwritten web address and then flipped the card over.  It was the same Church of Satan card Nancy Mills used for her shopping list. 
 
    Finn entered the web address into his phone and waited for the site to load. He scanned page one of the application. “This doesn’t look so bad,” Finn shrugged. “It’s just the usual basic personal information.” He continued to page two. “Wait a minute,” he cautioned.  “There’s a bunch of questions we have to answer.” 
 
    “Like what?” Kevin asked. 
 
    “What is your impression of the Satanic Bible?” 
 
    “I don’t do impressions,” Kevin exclaimed. 
 
    Finn looked up from his phone. “For once in your life,” he snapped, “can you not be a jerk.” 
 
    “I thought that was pretty good,” Kevin countered. “Give me another one.” 
 
    Finn’s eyes returned to his phone.  “What is your attitude towards animals?” 
 
    There was uncertainty in Kevin’s voice. “You mean, like for sacrificing them?” 
 
    “OK,” Finn declared. “On to the next one. What is your personal definition of magic?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s an easy one,” Kevin smiled. “It’s when the babes fall under the spell of my magic wand.” 
 
    Finn did not look up or acknowledge the response.  He just kept pressing forward. “Wow, these questions get better and better,” he commented. “Tell your favorite joke.” 
 
    Kevin gushed with excitement. “I have a great joke, especially for this application. Ready?” 
 
    Finn rolled his eyes. “I can’t wait.” 
 
    Kevin cleared his throat. “So, three guys die in car accident and wind up in hell. They realize where they are at and find the devil. They plead with him, ‘Please let us go to heaven!’ The devil comes up with an idea. He points at a huge escalator with some of the most beautiful, hottest women you have ever seen! He points to the escalator and tells them if they can make it up to heaven without engaging in any sexual activities with any of these women, then they will be free to go. But if they do the nasty with any of them, then he is going to do to them something that their job on earth is related to. So, the first guy goes and has sex with the first girl he sees, so the devil asks what his job was. ‘A mechanic,’ he replies. So, the devil rips his penis off with pliers. The second guy goes and has sex the chick in the middle. ‘A carpenter,’ he states, so the devil saws his penis off. The final guy goes and makes it to the very top when he screws the last girl. The devil asks, ‘Well, you know the drill, what was your job?’ and the guy just starts laughing his ass off! Furious, the devil asks him why he is laughing and the guy replies ‘I'm a blow pop tester!’"  
 
    Finn closed the web page. “I guess we’ve had enough,” he sighed. “Just fill out the application and I’ll give you the money.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, Finbar, but my answers were great.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    May 10th 
 
    The dirty window provided an appropriate filter to the passing street scenes of mostly industrial Queens neighborhoods. In the morning, the railroad was a seething mass of humanity.  Everyone from every walk of life was shoulder to shoulder, in each other's faces, no personal space, no exceptions. But now in the evening there was space between the people and somehow that made it all the more awkward. Finn was forced to choose between focusing on the unattractive Queens landscape provided by the Long Island Railroad or the equally unattractive show taking place in the seats across from him.  From the moment she emerged from her apartment building, Carmen had been all over Kevin, to an extent that caught even Kevin by surprise.  Finn found the dilapidated factories and junkyards preferable to the kanoodling between Kevin and his new girl. 
 
    Every once in a while, Finn would catch a glance at the giggling, snuggling couple.  It was disgusting, or maybe Finn was just jealous.  After all, Carmen was a beautiful woman, but Finn’s intuition told him that the great beauty may only be on the outside. Finn smirked. Obviously, she was highly practiced at seduction. With her Latin looks and high cheek bones it was all too simple. Nothing so pretty could possibly harm you, right?  It was only seconds before her new target was jumping through hoops to please her. Her face and some cleavage rendered Kevin grossly overmatched.  At some point, Finn made eye contact with Kevin, who responded with a wink and wry smile.  Finn resumed his scan of the street scenery.  He wondered how a girl like Carmen would handle rejection, especially since it had likely never happened to her. 
 
    It was mid-evening, but the platform of the subway station looked like a murder scene before the crime. There was no one there but Finn and the giggling couple three steps in front of him.  The quiet chilled Finn.  The New York City subway is not synonymous with quiet, but for this one instant, silence ruled. Finn held out his hand to feel the movement of air that precedes the imminent arrival of a train.  The quiet moment vanished as quickly as it had arrived. 
 
    Kevin had not broken contact with Carmen’s hand since they climbed out of the subway.  Finn silently trailed the happy couple, taking note of the Grammercy Park surroundings.  Local residents casually walked dogs, people laughed and drank at a sidewalk café, and mothers pushed strollers along the sidewalk – everything that would be expected on East 22nd Street on an unseasonably mild spring evening.  So, why was Finn so surprised.  He shook his head and slightly chuckled.  What was he expecting? Flashes of lighting and the rumble of thunder accompanied by eerie organ music.  Maybe some bats and owls would make him feel better. Finn chuckled again. His walking tour was interrupted when Kevin turned his head. “We’re here.” 
 
    At the top of the Brownstone’s front stoop, Kevin turned and nodded toward the right side of the door.  He wanted Finn to notice the Church of Satan sign as evidence of his past experience. 
 
    Uncomfortably large – those two words best expressed Finn’s first impression. It reminded him of a hotel foyer, not just in the space but in the artwork too. He scanned for a personal touch, or at least something satanic - nothing.  The floor was highly polished hardwood, the walls white and the furniture probably from a high-end Scandinavian designer. It was a beautiful room, yet cold in its tranquility. The soft jazz background music somehow made it even less personal. Finn felt like he just stepped into the mall. There were no personal or thematic photographs, like the place was staged for sale. This was the antithesis of the scene Kevin had described in his prior visit. 
 
    There were probably thirty to forty people spread throughout the room, huddled in small circles of conversation.  Two traditionally dressed waiters circulated with hors d'oeuvre trays, while a bartender worked behind a small rolling bar in one corner.  There were no masks, no robes, no satanic chanting – nothing.  Finn put his hand on Kevin’s shoulder and leaned in so that a whisper would be audible. “What the hell are you trying to pull here?” 
 
    Kevin opened his mouth, but before any words came out Carmen yanked his hand. “Come here, quick,” she gasped. “There’s the high priest.  I want you to meet him.” 
 
    Finn tagged along to the southwest corner of the room, and stopped when he heard Carmen’s greeting. “Good evening Anton.” 
 
    “Good evening, Carmen. Who are your friends?” 
 
    Carmen maintained her grip on Kevin’s hand and used her other hand as a pointer. “This is Kevin, and this is Finn.” 
 
    Anton made no move toward a handshake.  Instead, he cautiously studied Carmen’s friends.  Finn returned the stare.  Anton definitely did not meet his expectation of what the high priest of the Church of Satan should look like.  He was not facing Lucifer, Beelzebub, the Antichrist, or the Prince of Darkness.  Anton looked more like his dad’s insurance agent. 
 
    “So, gentlemen, what do you think the Church of Satan is all about?” 
 
    Finn and Kevin glanced at each other.  Finn raised his eyebrows and gave a quick nod indicating he expected Kevin to field the question. 
 
    Kevin shuffled his feet and cleared his throat. “Well, I guess you do supernatural stuff here.” 
 
    Anton looked at Carmen and laughed heartily, causing her to laugh with equal vigor.  The chain reaction continued with Kevin and Finn joining the hilarity despite the fact they had no idea what was funny. 
 
    Anton regained his composure and addressed Kevin’s statement. “My real feeling is that anybody who believes in supernatural entities on some level is insane. Whether they believe in The Devil or God, they are abdicating reason. Anyone who believes in some kind of existence in deity or spirits or anything that intervenes in their life is not somebody I hold in any kind of esteem.” 
 
    “But you believe in Satan, don’t you?” Finn responded. 
 
    Anton smiled and nodded. “Satan is a model or a mode of behavior. Satan in Hebrew means one who questions. Since we generally are skeptical atheists, we question all spirituality. We stand against eastern and western religions that promote fictions, according to our perspectives. Satan to us is an exemplar.  
 
    Anton waited for another question, but Finn and Kevin stood quietly, each hoping the other would speak.  Finally, Anton bailed them out. “I know this is hard for you to understand. Satanism begins with atheism. We begin with the universe and say there’s no God and there’s no Devil. So, you then have to make a decision that places yourself at the center of your own subjective universe. But it also requires responsibility, since you are taking on for yourself the complete onus for your personal success or failure. You can't be praying to a god or blaming a devil, or anyone else, for that matter, for what happens to you. It’s on your own head. That’s a challenge for most people.” 
 
    Finn shrugged. “I don’t know about that.  There are an awful lot of people in this world who believe in God.” 
 
    Anton nodded. “I think it’s natural to them. I don't think it is something developmental, but that it’s just part of their own nature. They feel a need for something above them, whether it be human or supernatural. And they can't get away from that.”  He spread his arms to indicate he was talking about his congregation. “"We Satanists look at the universe in this wonderful context of that’s what we are part of and that’s really exciting. The idea of God comes from the oppressors, and it’s a way of controlling folks, by saying, ‘I have communication with this authority figure but you can't. I’m special.’”  
 
    Before Finn could follow up with any more questions, Anton held up his right hand. “Excuse me, gentlemen, it’s been a pleasure meeting you, but I have other responsibilities to take care of.  I hope to see you again.” Anton turned to Carmen. “Can you join me for a moment?” 
 
    “Of course, Anton?” 
 
    As soon as they were alone, Finn turned to Kevin.  “What’s wrong with you? Were you drunk when you were here?” Finn waved his arm in a sweeping motion. “Where are all the demons floating through the air? This looks more like a meeting at the Elk’s Lodge.” 
 
    Kevin shrugged. “I don’t know what to tell you, Finbar.  This is definitely not the same atmosphere as when I was here the other time.” 
 
    Finn scanned the room. “Where is Carmen?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kevin hissed.  “She went somewhere with that Anton guy.”  Kevin pointed to the rolling bar. “Let’s get a drink.” 
 
    One shot and two beers later, Kevin heard a familiar voice. “Hey baby, did you miss me?” Carmen was back on Kevin’s arm, working her magic.   
 
    “Where did you go, sweetie?” Kevin was fully under her spell. 
 
    “I ran into Aamon, and we had to discuss my role later.” 
 
    “Later?” Kevin recoiled. “What’s later?” 
 
    “After the changeover, baby.” Carmen sensually rubbed Kevin’s back.  He had no more questions, but Finn had a few. 
 
    “What is this changeover your talking about?” 
 
    “It’s when Aamon’s group takes over the room.” 
 
    “What?” Finn was confused. 
 
    Carmen stopped massaging Kevin and put her and over her mouth. “Oh, I’m sorry. I guess you didn’t realize these are two different churches.” 
 
    Finn turned his head slightly and leaned in closer to Carmen. “I’m sorry, Carmen.  Say that again about two different churches.” 
 
    “Anton rents the building,” she explained. “He has the traditional Church of Satan.  At 9PM Anton sublets the space to Aamon and his Theistic Satanism Church.” 
 
    “And just what is theistic Satanism?” Finn asked. 
 
    Carmen smiled. “In about fifteen minutes, you’ll see.” She began massaging Kevin’s back again. “You know what it is, baby. The time you were here we walked in right after Aamon was beginning a ceremony. Don’t you remember?” 
 
    “How could I forget,” Kevin blurted. 
 
    “I’m so excited,” Carmen gushed. “Tonight is an evocation ceremony and I’m Aamon’s assistant.” 
 
    “That’s fantastic!” Kevin exclaimed. 
 
    Carmen reached up and cupped Kevin’s chin, pulling his face down to her level. “You wait right here for me baby, OK. Don’t run away this time. I really want to spend time with you later.” She placed her mouth on his for a deep, soulful kiss.  Carmen playfully winked and waved as she walked away. 
 
    Kevin returned the wave. “Don’t worry, sweetie, I’ll be here.” 
 
    Finn shook his head. “This is disgusting.” 
 
    Kevin shrugged. “Hey, like I always say – chicks dig me.  That’s the cross I bear.” 
 
    Finn looked to one corner of the room where preparations were being made for the theistic ceremony.  A huge statue was being wheeled in from an adjacent room. 
 
    “I’m not sure referencing a cross is a good thing in this environment.” Finn pointed to the large statue that had been set up behind a makeshift altar. “What the hell is that?” 
 
    Finn was startled by a voice to his right. “That is the symbol of Baphomet.” Finn turned to see a tall man in a black robe and hood. “Through the ages this symbol has been called by many different names – The Goat of Mendes, the Goat of a Thousand Young, the Black Goat, The Judas Goat, and perhaps most appropriately, The Scapegoat.” 
 
    “Well,” Finn reflected, “It certainly does look like a goat.” 
 
    The hooded figure continued. “Baphomet represents the powers of darkness combined with the generative fertility of the goat.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize goats were horny,” Kevin snickered. 
 
    The hooded man did not laugh. “In its pure form the pentagram is shown encompassing the figure of a man in the five points of the star - three points up, two pointing down - symbolizing man's spiritual nature. In Satanism the pentagram is also used, but since Satanism represents the carnal instincts of man, or the opposite of spiritual nature, the pentagram is inverted to perfectly accommodate the head of the goat - its horns, representing duality, thrust upwards in defiance; the other three points inverted, or the trinity denied. The Hebraic figures around the outer circle of the symbol which stem from the magical teachings of the Kabala, spell out Leviathan, the serpent of the watery abyss, and identified with Satan. These figures correspond to the five points of the inverted star.” 
 
    “That’s very interesting,” Finn whispered. 
 
    Kevin pointed at the statue. “I gotta tell you – that thing looks nothing like Batman, even the George Clooney Batman.” 
 
    “Not Batman, you idiot!” Finn snapped. “Baphomet!” 
 
    The hooded man reached into a large bag he was carrying. “I hope you find the ceremony equally as interesting.” He handed Finn and Kevin masks, nodded his head slightly and departed. 
 
    Kevin studied his mask. “This is the same demented goat head they gave me last time.  What do you have?” 
 
    Finn looked at what he could best describe as the face of an angry dog or wolf. 
 
    “Want to trade?” Kevin offered. 
 
    “No thanks,” Finn said as he put on his dog face.” You can keep your demented goat. By the way, you were just gushing with excitement when your girlfriend said she was going to be part of an evocation ceremony. What’s that all about?” 
 
    Kevin shrugged. “How should I know?” 
 
    Finn turned and stared his dog face at Kevin. “Well, you sounded so thrilled for the girl.  I just assumed you knew what was going on.” 
 
    “Hey,” Kevin stated as he got comfortable in his goat mask. “She’s excited, so I’m excited.  I just hope she stays excited when we’re alone later.  Did you see that body? She is hot!” 
 
    Finn had already stopped listening to Kevin’s editorial comments and was concentrating on his phone.  He performed a google search for evocation and was now staring at the results: 
 
    An Evocation is the calling forth of demons.  It is the magical act of commanding, forcing, and threatening the spiritual entity through fear, restriction, and forceful domination based on negative emotions. 
 
    Finn handed his phone to Kevin. “Take a look at this, goat boy.” 
 
    “Oh shit!” Kevin stammered. “Here’s where people start floating all over the room. Let’s get out of here, Finbar.” 
 
    “Hold on there, Batman.” Finn was enjoying Kevin’s sudden anxiety. “What about your plans for Carmen later?” 
 
    “Screw her! Come on. Let’s go!” 
 
    “Calm yourself,” Finn soothed. “Go if you want, but I came this far and I’m not leaving until I get a chance to speak with this Aamon guy.”              Finn nodded toward the altar. “It’s too late now. It’s starting and that guy must be Aamon.” 
 
    The goat statue stood watch behind the ten by ten raised wood platform. The folding table serving as the altar was draped with a black table cloth that hung down to the platform. The audience of masked worshippers formed a semicircle around the platform and altar, the only area of the room illuminated with light.  Out of the darkness, a figure in a black robe and hood ascended the altar.  The figure carried a long staff and wore a mask similar to the huge goat head. He stood behind the altar, raised the staff, and began to chant. 
 
    Kevin leaned into Finn and whispered, “See, this is the Klingon singing I told you about.” 
 
    The goat priest and audience went back and forth for about ten minutes with chants and responses.  Finally, goat priest thumped his staff three times resulting in complete silence.  The still air was interrupted by a forceful cold breeze that blew through the room. As quickly as the breeze appeared, it dissipated, leaving only the stillness. 
 
    “This is creepy,” Kevin whispered. “If people start floating, I’m out of here!” 
 
    “Shhh,” Finn cautioned. 
 
    Again, the staff thumped three times, prompting the appearance of another hooded figure on the platform.  This figure did not appear to be wearing a mask, but with the hood pulled so far down on the face, Finn could not tell if this person was a man or a woman.  The new arrival stood next to the goat priest behind the altar.  Once more the staff made it’s sound.  On the third thump, the hood was thrown back. 
 
    “Hey, Kevin said in a voice slightly louder than a whisper. “It’s Carmen. What’s she doing?” 
 
    “Well, “Finn responded in a much lower voice.” She said she was assisting in this ceremony, didn’t she?” 
 
    The rhythm of the staff sounded three more times. This time Carmen threw off her robe.  Kevin gasped. She was naked. “What the fuck?” he blurted. 
 
    Finn turned his dog face toward Kevin and nodded. “You were right, buddy. She does have a great body.” 
 
    Before Kevin could spit out anymore words, the goat priest was chanting again.  He had put down his staff and was waving his hands above the altar.  Goat priest waved his right hand toward Carmen, and she gracefully laid on her back on the altar in all her naked splendor. 
 
    The goat priest backed away from the altar and disappeared into the darkness behind the platform.   
 
    “Where did he go?” Finn asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kevin responded, “but why is she still laying up there naked?” 
 
    “Why don’t you ask her?” Finn chided. 
 
    The chanting resumed again as the goat priest emerged out of the shadows.  He stood in front of the beautiful body and continued chanting.   
 
    “What’s he carrying?” Finn whispered. 
 
    “I don’t know?” Kevin answered. 
 
    The goat priest raised both hands high above his head.  His chant was gaining in volume and intensity.” 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Finn reiterated. “It looks like it’s moving. Oh, my God?” Finn declared. “That’s a live chicken.” 
 
    The instant Finn made his declaration the knife came down and cut open the chicken’s throat.  The high-pitched squeal was silenced, and all that was left was the blood – blood the goat priest poured all over Carmen’s voluptuous body.  Kevin and Finn were stunned, their eyes fixed on the surreal scene playing out on the altar.  The scene transitioned from surreal to bizarre when the goat priest calmly and quietly disrobed and climbed on top of the altar and his bloody, naked assistant. 
 
    The goat priest started slowly, but soon his pelvic thrusts were gaining in both speed and intensity. 
 
    “What are they doing?” Kevin asked. 
 
    Finn turned, a look of astonishment under his dog face. “Are you kidding? They’re having sex.!” 
 
    “What!” Kevin cried. 
 
    “That’s right, pal. And you have plans for her later,” Finn snickered. “You just gave a whole new meaning to the term sloppy seconds.” 
 
    The groans of ecstasy from both parties on the altar indicated that the ritual was near completion.  Kevin stood in stunned silence behind his goat mask, as the goat priest dismounted the altar and dismissed the congregation. 
 
    “I’m surprised he didn’t smoke a cigarette,” Finn opined. 
 
    Kevin’s trance was broken. “This isn’t funny.  This is a lot of sick shit. Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    Finn grabbed Kevin’s arm. “Relax! I told you I’m not leaving until I talk to the goat priest.” 
 
    Kevin’s response was preempted by a commotion from across the room. “Hey baby! Did you see me? Did you see me?” Carmen sounded like a proud schoolgirl running to her parents after performing in the school play. 
 
    Finn was very curious how Kevin was going to respond to Carmen’s performance, but before he had the chance, another voice weighed in. “As usual, she performed brilliantly.” 
 
    “Aw, you’re sweet, Aamon,.” Carmen gushed. 
 
    Finn spun around and recoiled.  Oh, my God, he thought, with the Dracula haircut, pointy eyebrows, and sinister goatee, this guy really did look like the devil. 
 
    “Aamon Lasalle,” He extended his hand to Finn.    
 
    Finn reflexively accepted the handshake.  Kevin exhibited no such reflex.  Finn focused on Aamon's dangling hand before turning his attention to his friend. With Kevin's red hair and light complexion, his face always had a red hue, but now, his face was the color of an over-ripe tomato, red as a brick, eyes squinting meanly, fists clenched.  Finn placed his hand on Kevin's shoulder. "Relax, buddy!" 
 
    Kevin looked at Finn, Aaamon, Carmen, and then back to Finn. "Later!" he declared, tossing the goat mask to the floor as he reached the door. 
 
    "Where are you going, baby?" Carmen cried. "What the matter with him?" she asked Finn. 
 
    Finn rolled his eyes. "I can't imagine." 
 
    “I’m going to see if he’s still outside,” Carmen cried. 
 
    Finn and Aamon faced each other for a brief, but uncomfortable moment of silence until Aamon broke the stalemate. “I didn’t catch your name.” 
 
    “Daniels – Finn Daniels,” Finn lied, using the name he had listed on the church application. 
 
    “What brings you too my church, Mr. Daniels?” 
 
    “Curiosity,” Finn answered. 
 
    Aamon’s face remained expressionless. “Curiosity can be dangerous.” 
 
    “It can also be educational,” Finn countered. 
 
    “So, you’re looking for an education, Mr. Daniels?” 
 
    “I guess you could say that,” Finn shrugged. “I’d like to be educated on what went on here. I understand this was an evocation.” 
 
    “That’s correct, Mr. Daniels. Do you believe demons are real?” 
 
    Finn shrugged again. “I keep an open mind about things I don’t understand.” 
 
    Just a tinge of a smile appeared on Aamon’s face. “That’s a refreshing attitude. Mr. Daniels.  Most people just shut out what they don’t understand.” 
 
    “Well, that’s why I’m here.  I want to understand.” Finn pointed to the platform and altar. “For instance, what is that all about – and the masks and robes?” 
 
    “What religion are you, Mr.  Daniels?” 
 
    “Catholic.” 
 
    Aamon raised a pointy eyebrow. “And you don’t find the rituals and priest’s vestments in your church unusual? 
 
    “I never really thought about it,” Finn shrugged. 
 
    “Of course, you haven’t.  You’ve been brainwashed to believe that what goes on inside a Catholic church is normal.” Aamon grabbed his robe with his right hand. “As for my vestments, black robes are worn by the male participants. The robes may be hooded, and if desired may cover the face. The purpose of the masks is to allow the participant freedom to express emotion in the face, without concern. It also lessens distraction on the part of one participant towards another. Female participants wear garments which are sexually suggestive.” Aamon raised both eyebrows and slightly smiled. “Robes are donned by men before entering the ritual chamber, and are worn throughout the ritual. Black is chosen for the attire in the ritual chamber because it is symbolic of the powers of darkness. Sexually appealing clothing is worn by women for the purpose of stimulating the emotions of the male participants, and thereby intensifying the outpouring of adrenal or bio-electrical energy which will insure a more powerful working.”  Aamon studied Finn’s reaction to his speech. “You also were curious about the altar, correct?” 
 
    “Yes,” Finn nodded. 
 
    “Man's earliest altars were living flesh and blood; and man's natural instincts were the foundation on which his religions were based. Later religions, in making man's natural inclinations sinful, perverted his living altars into slabs of stone and lumps of metal. Satanism is a religion of the flesh, rather than of the spirit; therefore, an altar of flesh is used in Satanic ceremonies. The purpose of an altar is to serve as a focal point towards which all attention is focused during a ceremony. A nude woman is used as the altar in Satanic rituals because woman is the natural passive receptor, and represents the earth mother.” 
 
    “Well,” Finn rolled his eyes. “Your altar did a little more than just lay there.” 
 
    “Your Catholic fear is coming through.  The most natural act that a man and woman perform frightens you.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right,” Finn jabbed. “I would be scared to be having sex on stage in front of an audience.” 
 
    “You must remember, Mr. Daniels, there are thousands of demons.  They decide to present themselves.  We can only invite them.  Some demons favor copulation, thus tonight’s ritual was appropriate to summon demons like Agares, Beelzebub, Gorgon, Mormo, and Sabnock.” 
 
    Finn stopped processing information with the mention of one word – Mormo. 
 
    “Is there anything else I can help you with, Mr. Daniels?” 
 
    Finn broke out of his trance. “Yes, Was Charles Mills ever a member of your church?” 
 
    Aamon stroked his chin. “Charles Mills. I don’t believe I know the name.” 
 
    “Let me help you,” Finn replied. “Do you remember a couple of years ago the murders in a park in Queens – the newspapers called it the Demon Murders.” 
 
    “Are you a police officer?” Aamon snapped. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then what’s your interest?” 
 
    “I’m a private investigator hired by Mr. Mills mother to look into the case.” 
 
    Aamon pointed a long finger at Finn. “Well, Mr. Daniels, I’ll tell you what I told the police two years ago.  I don’t know if Mills or any of the dead men came to my church.  We don’t keep membership rolls that way.  I do know that what occurred in that park was a crime, and I certainly don’t endorse it.” 
 
    Finn slightly snickered. “I guess your ethics stops with killing chickens, right?” 
 
    Aamon sneered. “Be very careful with what is unknown to you, Mr. Daniels.” 
 
    Finn glanced around the room and gulped.  It suddenly occurred to him that everyone else had departed. 
 
    Aamon’s sneer continued. “Demons are a very real and powerful force.  To harness their power, the rituals have to be looked on favorably, and demons favor sacrifice.” 
 
    Finn was getting increasingly anxious as Aamon’s eyes widened. “And the most favorable form of sacrifice is human sacrifice.” 
 
    Aamon could detect the fear in Finn’s face. “Don’t be afraid, Mr. Daniels. I’m civilized.  The best I can do is sacrifice a chicken.” Aamon took a step forward and brought his face to within six inches of Finn. “Frankly, I would have loved to have opened the throat of that beautiful creature on my altar.” Aamon stepped back to his original position. “But I had to settle for opening her legs.” 
 
    Finn felt a cold chill when Aamon reached forward and placed his right hand on his shoulder. “Trust me, Mr. Daniels, you don’t want to fool with the demonic underworld.  It will end badly for you. Just ask those boys in that park.” 
 
    Aamon turned and drifted away into the darkness behind the huge goat statue. 
 
    Finn was breathing heavily.  For an instant, he felt as if the huge goat was freezing his legs in place.  Suddenly, as if he had been poked by an electric prod, he was out the door, down the steps, and into the sanity of the Grammercy Park night. 
 
    Finn hesitated on the sidewalk taking several deep breaths to regain his composure. A shrill voice interrupted his meditation. 
 
    “That bastard left me again.” Carmen had an angry scowl on her face. “I don’t believe he did this to me again.”   
 
    Finn shrugged and again experienced a cold chill when Carmen’s scowl transitioned to a smile and she began rubbing his back. “Where are you going now, Finn? Are we going to take the train together?” 
 
    Finn began backing away. “Umm…no…I have to pick something up for my mother.”  Finn turned and began trotting down 22nd Street.  In the distance he heard the shrill cry, “Screw you too!” 
 
    The rocking of the LIRR train was not the cause of Finn's anxiety.  He was shaken.  Obviously, the masks, the chanting, the goat statue, and Carmen's performance were enough to shake anyone, but there was something about Aamon Lasalle that Finn found especially unsettling.  Finn was looking out the window at the passing Queens landscape, but all he could see was that complexion as pale as the full moon, and those wide, black, sunken eyes, staring at him like a cobra seeking its prey.  Then there was the slicked back hair, deep shadows under protruding cheek bones, and evil glint in his eyes.  Finn shuddered and shook his head.  He did not want to see that guy again. 
 
    It was around midnight when Finn carefully turned the key in his front door and tiptoed into the house.  He was instantly surprised with the activity in the living room.  His dad was nestled in his usual chair, cozy with a blanket, his eyes glued on the television. The scene caught Finn by surprise. "What are you doing up, pops? You never watch late night TV." 
 
    "Oh, hey Finneous." Patrick Delaney diverted his attention from the screen. "I just got a DVD in the mail today." 
 
    "What movie?" 
 
    "Three Cheers for the Irish." 
 
    "Never heard of it," Finn shrugged. 
 
    "I didn't think you would," Patrick replied. "It's a corny old 1940s movie about an Irish New York City cop." 
 
    "An Irish New York City cop," Finn chuckled. "How unique." 
 
    Patrick held up the DVD envelope that contained the handwritten movie title. "I hadn't seen the movie in years, and it was impossible to find online." 
 
    "Must be a great movie," Finn joked. 
 
    Patrick ignored his son's jab. "I finally found someone selling it on Ebay." 
 
    Finn took a close look at the handwritten envelope. "That's a bootleg copy. That's illegal" 
 
    "I won't tell anyone if you don't," Patrick snickered. 
 
    "I'm shocked," Finn scolded. "A deputy chief in the New York City Police Department dealing in bootleg videos. What's the world coming to?" 
 
    "Ok, smartass, are you going to sit down and join me?" 
 
    "Why not," Finn immediately assumed an outstretched position on the sofa. 
 
    "Hey!" Patrick chided. "If you're going to put your feet up on the couch, take your shoes off." 
 
     Patrick displayed the remote control and turned toward Finn. "Are you ready?" 
 
    Finn held up his hand. "Wait a minute, dad. Don't hit play yet. I want to ask you something." 
 
    Patrick put the remote down on the coffee table. "OK, Finneous, shoot." 
 
     "Remember I told you I was hired by the mother of the kid convicted of those murders in Alley Pond Park." 
 
    Patrick nodded. "Yeah, the Demon Murders. How's your case going?" 
 
    "Well," Finn explained," I don't really have any idea where it's going." 
 
    "What have you done, so far?" Patrick asked. 
 
    "I interviewed the kid at the mental hospital." 
 
    "How did that go?" 
 
    "You mean besides being totally depressing?" 
 
    "Yeah," Patrick laughed. "Those aren't very happy places." 
 
    "I don't know," Finn continued. "The kid doesn't seem like he'd be capable of murder, but that whole story of demons flying in - maybe he is nuts." 
 
    "What else have you done?" 
 
    "That's where I'm coming from," Finn continued. "The kid's mom found this card for the Church of Satan in Manhattan.  She thinks this church is somehow involved." 
 
    Patrick's tone became somber. "Be very careful with this stuff, Finneous. Some of it is really dark." 
 
    Finn rolled his eyes. "Don't I know" 
 
    "What happened?" 
 
    "It was all so creepy.  I went with Kevin and there were masks, and goat statues, chanting, conjuring demons, and the high priest, or whatever he calls himself, was a real ghoul." 
 
    "What did Kevin think of it?" 
 
    "I'll find out later today?" 
 
    "Why later today?" Patrick asked. 
 
    "Because he ran away and I haven't seen him." 
 
    Patrick threw his head back and laughed. "Your friend is some piece of work." 
 
    Finn shook his head. "I don't know what I thought I was going to accomplish, but the net result was that I accomplished nothing." 
 
    "Don't be so negative, Finneous," Patrick cautioned. "Investigations are a step by step methodical approach - leaving no stone unturned.  You might think you accomplished nothing, but somewhere down the road, something you learned tonight may be valuable." 
 
    "Well," Finn continued. "I must be a lousy investigator because right now I feel like I'm at a dead end with no place else to go." 
 
    Patrick stretched and yawned. "Well, let's see if I can open the road for you." 
 
    "What's that mean?" 
 
    "I'm going to arrange for you to see two people." 
 
    "Who?" 
 
    "First, Paul Taggart." 
 
    "Who's he," Finn asked. 
 
    "Paul is a detective in the 111 Precinct Squad.  Rusty McGowan was the detective who actually caught that Demon Murder case, but he retired right after he closed the case.  Paul was there, however, and worked on the case." 
 
    "Thanks," Finn exclaimed. "That will be great." 
 
    Patrick held his hand up. "Just a minute, Finneous. There's another person I want you to talk to." 
 
    "Who else?" 
 
    "Chris Moritz. He's a sergeant in the Internal Affairs Bureau." 
 
    "IAB," Finn recoiled. "I don't think I understand." 
 
    Patrick waved his hand. "His assignment has nothing to do with why I want you to talk to him." 
 
    "Why do you want me to talk to him?" 
 
    "In his off-duty time, Chris is a demonologist." 
 
    Finn sat up in the couch. "Gimme a break. You can't be serious." 
 
    Patrick's expression remained serious. "Like I said before, don't fool around with this demon stuff.  If you're going to continue with this case, I'm insisting that you talk to Chris." 
 
    Finn had seen the expression on his father's face many times over the years, and he knew from experience there would be no debate. 
 
    "Ok," Finn chirped. "I'll talk to him." 
 
    "Good," Patrick pressed play on the remote. "It's late and I haven't even had one cheer, no less three cheers for the Irish.". 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    May 11th 
 
    Finn woke up as if it were an emergency, as if sleeping had become a dangerous thing. His heart was beating fast and there was a buzzing in his brain. Finn remained on his back and allowed his respiration to return to normal.  He sat up, dragged his feet off the bed and rubbed his knuckles into his eyes.  Finn lingered on the edge of the bed with his face now buried in his hands.  Had the crazy activities from the night before and that creepy ghoul had this effect on him?  He shook his head as he searched around his pillow for his phone.  His home screen pronounced the time as 10:05.  Finn sprung from the bed and began rifling through his closet.  He was late.  He displayed a sense of urgency as he rushed to the bathroom carrying shirt and jeans when he was overcome by a logical thought.  Why was he rushing? He was the boss.  He could be late, couldn't he? 
 
    The beauty of the day was clear as soon as Finn was out the front door.  The weather was so nice, he bypassed his Camry and began a leisurely walk to his office. Daily walking was an important recommendation for Finn's injured knee.  It was about six blocks from home to the office, and Finn was aware that he had not been walking as much as his doctor has recommended.  Finn had become self-conscious about his walking. He believed he had an odd gait, and that he was slightly lurching as he walked.  Perhaps he was leaning too far forwards, it was hard for him to tell. Whether it was all just in his mind, Finn felt it had the effect of making him stand out in a crowd, and not in a good way. 
 
    Finn reached the top step, took a deep breath and smiled as he turned the corner to enter the office.  His grin was part of his new campaign of enlightened management, and an enlightened manager was always polite and cordial to an 83- year old secretary. 
 
    "Good morning, Gladys," Finn sung out, smile still intact. 
 
    "You're late," Gladys lamented, without raising her head from her newspaper. 
 
    Finn's knuckles were white from clenching his fists too hard, and his gritting teeth in an effort to remain silent had turned his smile into the look of a bizarre mannequin. 
 
    Gladys looked up from her paper. "What's wrong with you?" 
 
    There was a lot Finn wanted to say to a woman who was late at least three times each week.  He cleared his throat and managed a low "nothing" from between still gritting teeth. 
 
    Finn had several case folders on his desk.  He opened the folder on the left, but quickly slammed it closed.  He pushed back his uncomfortable chair and began walking toward the office door. 
 
    "Where do you think you're going? You have several potential clients to call this morning." 
 
    Finn ignored his secretary's calls.  Her voice was fading as he reached the bottom of the stairs. "Have a drink for me, although I'm sure that degenerate bartender friend of yours has already started without you." 
 
    Finn hesitated at the street entranced and dramatically flashed his middle finger toward the top of the stairs.  He realized this behavior was not in line with his enlightened management campaign, but he rationalized what Gladys didn't know couldn't hurt her. 
 
    Finn was not fully through the pub door when the verbal assault commenced. "I told you I didn't want to go back to that place, didn't I?" 
 
    Finn nodded his head and agreed sarcastically as he approached the bar. "Yeah, yeah, yeah. You told me." 
 
    Kevin was pacing back and forth behind the bar, waving his arms. "And I told you several times I wanted to get out of there, but no, you had to stay and watch that goat headed asshole whipping up demons and screwing Carmen in front of me and everyone else." 
 
    Finn shrugged. "Look, I'm sorry, but it wasn't like I had a playbill.  I didn't know what the next act was going to be." 
 
    Kevin waved his hand in disgust. "That's what I get for helping you." 
 
    There was silence as Kevin walked away and began wiping down the bar.  Finn stared at the bar top as he pondered the advisability of his next words.  It probably wasn't a good idea, but he couldn't help himself. "Hey Kev." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Next time, maybe you should ask her to go bowling." 
 
    The bar towel flew across the bar and struck the left side of Finn's face. 
 
    Kevin followed the towel and stood across the bar from Finn, staring menacingly into his eyes. "Oh, what the hell." Kevin broke the stare down and plopped two shot glasses on the bar, quickly filling them with Sambuca. Kevin raised his glass. 
 
    Finn followed suit and provided the toast. "Here's to goats." 
 
    Kevin wiped his mouth and dropped his shot glass on the bar with a force that caused Finn to fear it may have cracked.  A smile appeared on Kevin's face. "Everything's good because I took good care of that goat headed bastard." 
 
    "Uh, what did you do?" Finn feared the worst based on the history of his friend's poor judgement. 
 
    "I called the ASPCA and told them I knew where a guy was killing live chickens. That will fix his wagon." 
 
    Finn shook his head. "I don't know if you should have done that." 
 
    "Why, what's he gonna do to me? Something worse than having sex on stage with my date?" 
 
    "I just don't think it was a good idea." 
 
    "Screw him and his entire goat herd." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7: Demonologist 
 
    May 15th 
 
    Monday at 9:25 AM found Finn laboring up the street stairs of the Queens Plaza subway station.  The new day was drenched in sunlight, but Finn could hardly tell, as the presence of an elevated subway structure along with a seemingly endless row of factories and office buildings combined to keep Northern Boulevard and 26th Street permanently overcast.   
 
    The western Queens neighborhood of Long Island City was as diverse as the City of New York.  Quiet streets with rows of single family homes were only minutes away from loud, congested commercial districts.  Finn’s pace on the sidewalk was faster than the multitude of motor vehicles sitting stationery on Northern Boulevard.  New York City rush hours were nightmarish to begin with, but this stretch of Northern Boulevard was as bad as it got, with several access roads coming together in Long Island City to feed the Queensborough Bridge.  The blare of horns never ended as agitated drivers coped with their daily trek into Manhattan.  Finn hesitated on the sidewalk in front of 31-26 Northern Boulevard.  This looked like no police facility he had ever seen but a quick check of the crumpled piece of paper in his pocket confirmed the address.  
 
    31-26 was a modern looking, 6-story office building crammed between two ancient looking factories.  Finn pushed through the revolving door and paused at the lobby directory. There were listings for doctors, lawyers, accountants, therapists, and even an astrologer, but there was no listing for any NYPD unit.  In fact, there were no listings at all for offices on the 2nd floor, the location scribbled on his paper.   
 
    The elevator door slid open on the 2nd floor revealing a large, circular reception desk with a marble countertop.  The solitary item on the countertop was a standard NYPD log book.  Taped to the countertop directly below the log was a handwritten message directing all NYPD personnel to sign the log.  The reception desk seemed to be made to accommodate more than one person, but the only figure behind the desk was a heavyset, 30-something, Black female wearing a pink sweater with a gold NYPD detective shield dangling from a chain around her neck.  The detective was deeply engrossed in a paperback, and Finn perceived a distinct air of annoyance at the disruption to her reading. “May I help you.”   
 
    “I have an appointment to see Sergeant Moritz,” Finn responded 
 
    The detective did not respond to Finn, but instead picked up the phone at the desk. “There’s someone out here to see you, Sergeant Moritz.”  She hung up the phone and went back to her novel. 
 
    Finn took a couple of steps away from the desk and peered down the long hallway. It was abnormally wide and about 100-feet long.  The shiny tile floor and white sheetrock walls were very clean and bright, but the entire hall was free of any type of decorations.  There were no pictures or plants, and the silence made the atmosphere seem very sterile.   
 
    "Delaney?" The questioner had already guessed the answer based on his extended hand.   
 
    Finn accepted the handshake. "That's me."   
 
    Based only on a handshake Finn made a complete assessment of Sergeant Chris Moritz. He looked like he had been born in a suit.  Finn couldn't picture him as a child or infant.  He looked like a serious man with little time for humor. Chris had the standard issue white face with ubiquitous square shoulders and squarer chin. The closely shaved sergeant with the baritone voice would not be considered a small man, but his 5’ 8”, 160lb. frame certainly did not cut an imposing figure. Finn had been a cop for about a year and a half and had a lifetime of experience being around the NYPD via his father.  Finn knew that being a police officer was not a one size fits all affair. He understood that cops came in all shapes and sizes - different sexes, lifestyles, and personalities.  Still, Finn could always recognize a cop.  Even with the diversity within the profession, there was just something about the way a cop carried him or herself that was unmistakable.  Chris Moritz did not display this cop vibe.  Finn found Chris more akin to some of his teachers at Christ the King High School - serious and cerebral, with little tolerance for nonsense.    
 
    Chris moved his hand to Finn's back and guided him toward the elevator. "Let's take a walk."  
 
     Finn saw no color in Chris Moritz, no shades of grey either.  For this sergeant, Finn perceived everything was black/white, right/wrong, legal / illegal.  Finn mentally scolded himself.  What was he expecting? A man in a wizard's hat and robe, or at least someone walking down the hall waving a crucifix. 
 
    Back with the chaos on Northern Boulevard, Chris nodded for Finn to follow him to the right. “Peaceful walking environment, isn’t it?” Chris deadpanned. 
 
    “Any walking is good for my knee,” Finn responded. 
 
    “Yeah, the Chief told me about what happened to you. Tough break.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Finn responded. “There’s no use crying over spilled milk – or shattered knees,” he snickered. 
 
    “Guess not,” Chris replied. 
 
    Chris looked back over his shoulder and nodded. “So, how do you like my office?” 
 
    “It sure doesn’t look like a police facility.” 
 
    “It’s not supposed to,” Chris said. “This is the Internal Affairs Bureau.  Investigating cops is supposed to be super-secret – even our work locations.” 
 
    “How do you like IAB?” Finn asked innocently. 
 
    Chris turned and stared at Finn. “Are you serious? I guess you weren’t on the job long enough to know IAB is the land of the rats.” 
 
    Finn was confused. “Well, if it bothers you to be a rat, why did you come to IAB?” 
 
    “I was drafted,” Chris shot back. “I was a detective in Manhattan North, and when I made sergeant I wanted to go back to the Detective Bureau, but before I can get back to the Bureau I have to do two years in IAB.” 
 
    “How long have you been there?” Finn asked. 
 
    “I have eight months and sixteen days to go, but who’s counting.” Chris pointed to the right. “We’ll turn right on Honeywell Street and walk over the train yards.  It’s a little less chaotic.”   
 
    Finn was beginning to breath hard as they reached the crest of a hill that was at least a half mile in length.  Christ stopped and pointed over the concrete wall.  “That’s Sunnyside Yard. I love looking at the trains moving around – it’s amazing.” 
 
    Finn stared at the monstrous array of tracks and trains from Amtrak and the Long Island Railroad. “You could get lost down there, it’s so big,” he commented. 
 
    Chris leaned his arms on the concrete wall and looked at Finn. “But you’re not here to talk to me about train yards or IAB, are you?” 
 
    “No, I’m not.” 
 
    “Well, go ahead, young man. I’m all yours.” 
 
    “I don’t know how much my dad told you,” Finn began, “but I’m now a private investigator and I’m doing some work on a murder case.” 
 
    “Sounds interesting,” Chris said, “but homicide investigations are not my specialty.” 
 
    “That’s not why my dad wanted me to talk to you. Do you remember the murders in Alley Pond Park a couple of years ago? The media called it the Demon Murders.” 
 
    “Just what was in the newspapers and on TV,” Chris replied. 
 
    “Well, I was hired by the mother of the kid convicted of the murders.” 
 
    Chris attempted to finish Finn’s sentence. “And you want to know if demons could have possessed that kid.” 
 
    “Something like that, I guess,” Finn shrugged. 
 
    “Let me ask you something, Finn.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Do you play golf?” 
 
    Finn nodded. “I play, but not very well.” 
 
    “Like all of us,” Chris chuckled. “My point is – did you ever have that day where everything seemed to go right for you – you hit your drives solid right down the middle of the fairway, your irons were on the mark, and you did nothing more than a two-putt.” 
 
    “Maybe once or twice,” Finn replied. 
 
    “When you were having those exceptional rounds, did you ever make a hole in one?” 
 
    “No,” Finn scoffed. 
 
    “Why did you make a face?” Chris responded. “Don’t you think it’s possible to make a hole in one.” 
 
    Finn shrugged. “Sure, it’s possible, I guess. But I never made one and I don’t have any expectation that I ever will.” 
 
    “So,” Chris continued, “It is still possible for you to have a great round of golf without making a hole in one.” 
 
    “Well, sure,” Finn admitted. 
 
    Chris turned and gazed down toward and Amtrak train slowly snaking through the yard.  Finn was also scanning the trains, but his mind was focused on Chris’s analogy. “I’m not sure I understand your point.” 
 
    Chris turned back toward Finn. “My point is that you can have a good round of golf without making a hole in one.” 
 
    “OK,” Finn was still searching for the meaning. 
 
    “As a matter of fact,” Chris continued, “you will likely go through your entire life without ever making a hole in one.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    Chris placed his right hand on Finn’s shoulder. “But it doesn’t make your great round any less real.” 
 
    Finn’s eyes were still displaying the blank stare indicative of lack of understanding as Chris continued. “Just like a hole in one is real, demons are real, but the overwhelming majority of cases are not really demonic possessions.  The incident is very real to the subjects involved, but ultimately there are other explanation, mostly psychological.” 
 
    “I think I understand your point,” Finn nodded. “You can shoot a really great round of golf, but you probably won’t make a hole in one during that great round, and you can have very convincing cases of demonic possession that are likely not going to end up being real – although demonic possession is real.” 
 
    Chris slapped Finn lightly on his back. “You’re learning, Finn.” 
 
    Chris began walking again above the train yard. “Let’s keep moving.” 
 
    It took Finn a couple of long strides to get along side of Chris. “So, how did you get involved with this demon stuff?” 
 
    “It’s called demonology,” Chris corrected. 
 
    “Sorry, how did you become involved with demonology?” 
 
    “I’m Catholic, but I’ve never been overly religious.  In my senior year of college, I ended up three credits short for the graduation requirement, so I had to take one course over the summer.  I was short a free elective so any course would fulfill the requirement.  I saw there was a theology course called The Science of Paranormal Events, and I signed up.”  Chris pointed left to indicate thy would turn left onto Skillman Avenue. “Professor Edward Warren taught the course.  Professor Warren was also a paranormal investigator, and I found the topic so interesting that I jumped on the opportunity when the professor offered to let me go along with him on some of his cases.” Chris stopped and turned toward Finn. “Like I said before, most of these possession cases have scientific explanations.” He paused for a moment and took a deep breath. “I’ve been a cop for a long time.  I’ve dealt with a lot of emotionally disturbed people and arrested some pretty bad hombres, but I have never, never in my life seen anything like a real possession. A murderer’s look is nothing like a person under possession.  I’ve seen people exhibit unnatural strength, speak in different languages, and people having knowledge they would have no way of knowing.  I’ve even seen people levitated.” 
 
    “Are you still active in investigating these cases?” 
 
    “Sure! For some reason people think a cop with a master’s degree in psychology actually knows something.” Chris paused to laugh at his own joke before continuing. “Professor Warren retired and one day he called me and explained that a friend of his who was a priest had called looking for advice.  I met with this priest and his subject, and right out of the box I was faced with one of the more bizarre experiences in my career. This female’s behavior exceeded what I could explain with my knowledge. She knew how individuals she’d never known had died, including my mother and her fatal case of ovarian cancer. Six people later vouched to me that, during her exorcisms, they heard her speaking multiple languages, including Latin, completely unfamiliar to her outside of her trances. This was not psychosis; it was what I can only describe as paranormal ability. I concluded that she was possessed. The priest who had asked for my opinion of this bizarre case was the most experienced exorcist in the country at the time, an erudite and sensible man. I had told him that, even as a practicing Catholic, I wasn’t likely to go in for a lot of hocus-pocus. He said that unless Professor Warren had told us that you were not easily fooled, we would hardly have wanted you to assist us.” 
 
    “That’s amazing,” Finn exclaimed. 
 
    Chris continued, “So began an unlikely partnership. For the past two-and-a-half decades and over several hundred consultations, I’ve helped clergy from multiple denominations and faiths to filter episodes of mental illness — which represent the overwhelming majority of cases — from, literally, the devil’s work. It’s an unlikely role for a cop with some education in psychology, but I don’t see these two aspects of my career in conflict. The same habits that shape what I do as a cop — open-mindedness, respect for evidence and compassion for suffering people — led me to aid in the work of discerning attacks by what I believe are evil spirits and, just as critically, differentiating these extremely rare events from medical conditions. Most of the people I evaluate in this role suffer from the more prosaic problems of a medical disorder. Anyone even faintly familiar with mental illnesses knows that individuals who think they are being attacked by malign spirits are generally experiencing nothing of the sort. Practitioners see psychotic patients all the time who claim to see or hear demons; histrionic or highly suggestible individuals, such as those suffering from dissociative identity syndromes; and patients with personality disorders who are prone to misinterpret destructive feelings, in what exorcists sometimes call a ‘pseudo-possession,’ via the defense mechanism of an externalizing projection. But what am I supposed to make of patients who unexpectedly start speaking perfect Latin? 
 
    Finn was becoming excited. “So, it’s possible that Chris Mills was telling the truth about demons being in the woods that night?” 
 
    “Just slow down,” Chris cautioned.  There’s no way I can give an opinion without knowing the intimate details of the case. And if you are able to access the details of the investigation, you’ll probably find that those bases have been covered.” 
 
    Finn was looking for a ray of hope. “But it is possible…..” 
 
    Chris cut him off. “Look, I read the story.  That kid said he was hiding behind some trees when demons flew in and butchered his friends, right?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Let me be clear on this point,” Chris exclaimed. “Demonic incidents do not manifest in the demon taking a physical action.  The demon does not show up in the woods carrying a butcher knife to cut throats.  That’s why the phenomenon is called a possession.  The demon possesses the subject and causes the subject to take the action.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying……” 
 
    Chris again cut Finn off. “That’s right, no matter how you slice it, it was likely your kid’s hand that did the slashing with that knife.  And the fact that he’s in a hospital for the criminally insane speaks volumes.” 
 
    “About what?” Finn asked. 
 
    “Let’s face it, Finn. No jury is going to find a defendant not guilty and actually let him walk because he committed murder while possessed.  That should be the case but it’s just not going to happen.  The best that can happen is what occurred here.  They found your boy not guilty by reason of insanity.” 
 
    “Yeah, but he still says he didn’t do it.” 
 
    Chris held up both hands. “And he probably truly believes he didn’t do it.  I’m not telling you not to keep poking around, that’s what you’ve been hired to do.  I just want you to understand the reality of the situation.” 
 
    Finn sighed. “Thanks, I understand.” 
 
    Chris continued. “The specific details of this case, however, was not the main reason the Chief wanted me to talk to you.  He was fearful about you getting mixed up in these cults performing satanic rituals and conjuring demons.” 
 
    Finn rolled his eyes. “Is that why he really wanted me to talk to you?” 
 
    “Hey,” Chris snapped. “He’s right. You don’t want to play games with this dark world.  Where have you been poking around?”  
 
    “I visited a Theistic Church of Satan run by Aamon Lasalle.” 
 
    “Oh boy!” Chris blurted, “Aamon Lasalle is a real piece of work.” 
 
    “You know him?” Finn asked. 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes! He’s bad news.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Like I said before,” Chris began, “Episodes of mental illness make up the vast majority of cases, but for the cases I believe are authentic, the subject has always provided some opening for the satanic forces.” 
 
    “What types of openings?”  
 
    “Most of the time it’s something as innocuous as dabbling in the occult—tarot cards, Ouija boards, Santeria, palmistry, astrology, séances, or attending the rituals of Aamon Lasalle.”  
 
    “What do you know about Aamon Lasalle?” 
 
    “In two of the cases I characterized as being real possessions, the subjects had dealings with Lasalle.”  Chris tilted his head slightly. “How did you get mixed up with him?” 
 
    “Chris Mills mother found a business card for the Church of Satan in their home.  She thought there might be some connection between the church and the murders.” 
 
    Chris seemed confused. “But the Cchurch of Satan is not Aamon Lasalle.  Those guys are basically harmless.  They’re like some hybrid 21st century hippie group.” 
 
    “I know now,” Finn agreed. “Aamon Lasalle’s group rented space from the Church of Satan and took over the space later in the evening.” 
 
    “How did you get in there?” Chris asked.  “They don’t let people walk in off the street, no less a private investigator.” 
 
    “My friend met a girl online who took him to the place.” 
 
    Chris shook his head and bit his lip. “That’s how he does it. He uses a beautiful girl to lure a subject into his lair.” 
 
    Finn was beginning to feel a chill in his bones. “Am I in some type of danger?” 
 
    Chris faced Finn directly and placed a hand on each of his shoulders. “Listen to me carefully Finn. Don’t ever go to see Lasalle again. And tell that friend of yours to forget about that girl.” 
 
    Finn tried to force a smile. “I have to say, Chris, this is becoming a little creepy and your beginning to scare me a bit.” 
 
    “You should be scared,” Chris cautioned.  “I’ve seen lives ruined by people playing around with dark characters like Aamon Lasalle.  Trust me! Break off all contact with him and warn your friend to do the same.” 
 
    When they reached the entrance to 31-26 Chris extended his hand. “It was a pleasure meeting you Finn. Please give my regards to the Chief.” 
 
    “Thanks for your help, Chris.” Finn instinctively began to pull out of the handshake, but Chris maintained his grip. 
 
    Chris leaned forward and whispered, “If you ever need my help, call me immediately – don’t wait!” 
 
    When Finn reached the Queens Plaza subway entrance he stopped at the top of the stairs to collect his thoughts.  He was as anxious and shaken as when he had left the company of Aamon Lasalle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8: The Case Folder 
 
    May 15th 
 
    Finn squeezed into the only available booth.  This Burger King was packed with two types of customers.  On one side of the fast food restaurant were elderly singles and couples enjoying a cheap lunch, and on the other side were young mothers gossiping in small groups while their young kids ran wild inside the large colorful playset.   
 
    Finn was early for his appointment. So early that he had the opportunity to multitask. “Hi, Nancy, it’s Finn Delaney. I just wanted to touch base with you.” 
 
    “Oh, hi Finn.”  
 
    Finn noted how chipper Nancy sounded, as if his call may well be the highlight of her day. “I just wanted to keep you in the loop, Nancy. I went to that church the other day.” 
 
    “Oh, you did?” Nancy exclaimed. “Did you learn anything?” 
 
    “Aside from the fact that it was probably the most bizarre and creepy experience I have ever had – not too much.” 
 
    Finn could detect the disappointment in Nancy’s voice. “Well, thanks for trying.  What are you going to do now?” 
 
    “I’m meeting with one of the detectives who worked on the case,” Finn explained. 
 
    “Oh, really.” Nancy sounded encouraged. “When is that meeting?” 
 
    “In a few minutes. I’m waiting for him now.” 
 
    “That’s great. Keep me posted, Finn.” 
 
    “I will.” Finn hesitated briefly before continuing. “But don’t get your hopes up, Nancy.” 
 
    “I won’t Finn.  I’m thankful for your efforts.” 
 
    The onsite clientele made it easy to identify Paul Taggart.  Finn noticed him through the window, lumbering down Northern Boulevard, coming from the direction of the 111th Precinct.  Finn immediately tagged Detective Taggart with a one-word description – rumpled.  Whereas Chris Moritz looked like he was born in a suit, Paul Taggart looked like he would be foreign to any clothing beyond t-shirts, jeans, or shorts.  It was probably distasteful for Paul to get into the wrinkled white dress shirt and equally wrinkled blue print tie.  Finn mused that there was likely so much effort required to close the shirt over his ample belly, that Paul had no time to brush his hair or shave. 
 
    Being a true detective, Paul Taggart had no trouble identifying Finn.  “Finn Delaney?” he said without a handshake. He was too busy trying to wedge his belly into the booth. 
 
    “It’s good of you to help me, Detective Taggart.” 
 
    “Hey.” Paul held up his hand. “It’s no big deal. I’d do anything for the Chief. Your dad’s a good guy. About fifteen years ago I was a cop in the seven – five.” Paul used the NYPD jargon for the 75th Precinct. “Your dad was the commanding officer when some cops got jammed up big time skimming money from drug dealers.  I never got involved with that shit, but I knew it was going on and was too afraid of being labelled a rat to say anything.  When the ax finally fell on these assholes, Internal Affairs tried to drag me down with them, but your dad stepped in and went to bat for me. He saved my job.” Paul removed a thick folder from an attaché case he had on the floor next to him and plopped the folder loudly on the table. “That’s why I’d do anything for the Chief, including this.” 
 
    Finn stared at the folder while Paul continued. “This is why we’re not meeting inside the precinct.  This is a copy of the entire case folder for the murders.  I couldn’t have you walking past the desk officer with this file.” 
 
    Finn shook his head. “Wow. All I can say is thanks.” 
 
    “No problem,” Paul responded. “But I don’t think you’re gonna find any revelations in here that will help you.  Rusty McGowan was one of the laziest detectives the NYPD has ever had, but I think he got this one right.  Unless you believe the kid’s story about demons flying into those woods and killing his friends, then that kid did it.” Paul reached over and placed his hand on Finn’s forearm. “Don’t get me wrong. I think that kid really believes he didn’t do it, but let’s face it – the kid’s as looney as the day is long.  Under the circumstances, he received the best possible outcome – the booby hatch.” Paul laughed at his own joke and pointed at the file. “Everything’s in there – the fives, the autopsy reports, crime scene photos – everything.  Once you go through the file and absorb all this shit, gimme a call if you need any further help.” Paul smiled and rubbed his hands together. “Now, let’s get us a couple of Woppers.” 
 
    While standing on line Finn felt satisfied for a peculiar reason.  When Paul was mentioning the contents inside the folder he said all the fives were there.  Finn knew that fives were the NYPD slang used for DD-5, which is the form detectives use to write an investigative report.  He didn’t have to ask what a five was like any other outsider, and that made him feel good.    
 
    Finn’s eyes opened, his eyelashes faintly batting against his lids when he blinked. He laid on the couch, debating whether or not he should get up. His muscles felt weak, just like his energy. Finn let out an exasperated sigh, groaning as he rolled off the sepia-colored sofa. What time was it? How long had he been asleep? Did he have clothes on? He only wanted a quick nap, but the twilight outside the living room window served as evidence that he had been asleep for several hours. 
 
    Finn dragged himself to his feet and stretched.  He sauntered into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator door.  Maybe a can of coke would provide the caffeine burst he needed for his next task.  Finn made short work of the soda, and let out a loud belch before relocating to the dining room.  
 
    It occurred to Finn that his home was very quiet.  He looked at the clock on his phone – 8:05PM.  Where was everyone?  He shook his head as if to clear the cobwebs.  That’s right. His mom was at the parish hall.  It was bingo night.  And his dad? As a deputy chief in the NYPD Finn never really knew when his dad would be home. 
 
    Finn sat at the dining room table and stared at the thick folder.  He really didn’t know what to expect to find inside.  During his brief career as a patrol cop, Finn filled out arrest reports, complaint reports, motor vehicle accident reports, and aided reports, but he had no idea what documents and reports he would find in a homicide investigative file.  Finn removed the papers from the folder and spread them out on the table in front of him. Now what? 
 
    Finn heard the key turn and the door open. 
 
    “Anybody home?” Patrick Delaney called. 
 
    “In the dining room, dad.” 
 
    After a detour to the refrigerator for a beer, Patrick joined Finn in the dining room. 
 
    “What are you up to, Fineous?” 
 
    Finn waved his hands above the table. “I was just about to go over all this stuff.” 
 
    Patrick studied the papers spread about the table. “Is that the homicide file Paul Taggart gave you?” 
 
    “Yes, it is.” 
 
    Patrick took a couple of steps out of the dining room, but then wheeled around. “Do you want a hand going over it?” 
 
    Finn threw his hands in the air. “I thought you’d never ask.” 
 
    Patrick laughed heartily as he pulled up a chair next to Finn.  Once he found a coaster for his beer he rubbed his hands together. “OK, Finneous, let’s see what we have here.” 
 
     For the next hour Finn received an education as detailed as anything he had learned at the Police Academy.  First, there were the DD5s, commonly referred to in the world of NYPD detectives as fives.  Patrick explained that the fives were the basic investigative report, and that anytime an action was taken in a case, it was documented by preparing a DD5 investigative report.  Patrick noted that Paul Taggart had kept all the fives together in the folder. 
 
      
 
    “See,” Patrick nodded, “Pauly put all the 5s together, and I’m sure they’re in date order.” Patrick paged through the stack of investigative reports. “Yup, they are already in date order. This makes our job easier because we are starting with a chronological record of events in the investigation.” 
 
    Patrick and Finn went through every document.  Some were obvious as to what they were and some required an explanation from Patrick.  Painfully obvious were the graphic crime scene photos depicting all angles of the three victims, their heads nearly severed from their bodies.  After reviewing all the documents, including the crime scene photos, the canvas looking for witnesses, the interview of Chris Mills, the interviews of the teen lovers who reported the crime, the Crime Scene Unit analysis of the scene, and background information of the victims, Patrick sat back in his chair and slapped the dining room table. “So, here’s where we’re at.,” he announced. “We have four males who go into the woods in Alley Pond Park to conduct some type of occult or satanic ritual.  Three of the males have their throats cut with a large steak knife.  The fourth male is discovered covered in blood, holding the knife.  This male’s alibi is that demons flew into the woods and killed his friends.  There are no witnesses, other than the teens who discovered the crime scene. A canvas of the neighborhoods surrounding the park found no one who saw anything unusual, like people running in or out of the park. There was also no video anywhere that showed people entering and leaving the park.  There is no physical evidence at the scene to show that anyone other than the victims and the defendant were in the clearing, and the only fingerprints found on the knife belonged to the defendant.  There was also nothing indicating who owned the knife or where it came from. 
 
    Finn looked at his dad. “So, what do you think?” 
 
    Patrick rubbed his chin with both hands and yawned. “I think Rusty McGowan figured he had a no-brainer – an open and shut case. And he was probably right.” 
 
    Patrick noticed the look of disappointment on Finn’s face. “I know how you feel, Finneous.  This kid’s mother swears it was impossible for her son to commit this horrible crime – that’s what all mothers say.”  Patrick was still focused on his son’s dour expression. “Look, you just have to keep pressing forward.  This woman is paying you and you have a responsibility to do the best you can for her, even if your best means convincing her that her son did commit the crime.” 
 
    “What do you think I should do?” Finn asked. 
 
    “Gimme a sheet of paper,” Patrick directed.  Finn tore a sheet from his notebook and placed it in front of his dad. “Be methodical,” Patrick exclaimed. “Always take a methodical approach. Leave no stone unturned.” 
 
      
 
    Patrick began scribbling on the paper. “First, we write what we know that is indisputable.” 
 
    Finn wasn’t catching on yet. “Like what?” 
 
    “Like who we know for certainty was there,” Patrick replied. “We know that the defendant and the three victims went into the woods in Alley Pond Park, correct?” 
 
    “Correct,” Finn agreed. 
 
    “We know that the three victims had their throats cut, correct?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “And we know that there is no other evidence to indicate anyone other than the defendant was at the crime scene, correct?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Gimme another sheet of paper.” On the fresh sheet, Patrick drew a line down the center. “So,” he stated, “we are left with two paths. “At the top of the left column he wrote the initials O.R. “Do you know that that stands for?” 
 
    Finn shrugged. “Not a clue.” 
 
    “It stands for Occam’s Razor. Do you know what that is?” 
 
    Finn smiled and slightly chuckled, recalling his earlier explanation to Kevin. “Yeah, I know what it is.” 
 
    “Good,” Patrick responded. “So, in most cases the simplest explanation ends up being the correct explanation, and in this case, everything points to the kid being the murderer.” 
 
    Finn’s somber look returned. “So, you think Chris Mills did it.” 
 
    “Not so fast, Finneous,” Patrick cautioned as he tapped his pen on the empty right column. “I said the simplest explanation is USUALLY the correct explanation – but it isn’t always.”  At the top of the right column Patrick scribbled OTHER EXPLANATIONS. He turned and looked at Finn. “So, lad, what’s another explanation?” 
 
    Finn shrugged. “Somebody else did it.” 
 
    “Ah!” Patrick sang. “Maybe you are a detective.” Under the OTHER EXPLANATIONS heading, Patrick now wrote WHO DID IT? And drew a line to subdivide that heading into two columns. “So, Finneous, who else could have committed the murders?” 
 
    Finn scratched his head. “I don’t know. Someone else.” 
 
    Patrick held up his hand. “Stop right there. That’s all I’m looking for, lad.” Under the left side of the WHO DID IT? Heading, Patrick wrote OTHER PERSON OR PERSONS. 
 
    “Well, I guess that covers about everything,” Finn remarked. 
 
    “Not quite everything,” Patrick replied. “I still have another column.” 
 
    Finn threw his arms out to the side. “If Chris didn’t do it, and another person didn’t do it, who did? They certainly didn’t cut their own throats.” 
 
    “You are forgetting one of the basic elements of the case – the defendant’s alibi.” 
 
    “What?” Finn blurted. 
 
    “That’s right. Who did the kid say committed the murders.” 
 
    Finn laughed out loud. “Demons. You really think that it’s possible demons flew in and cut their throats.” 
 
    “Hey!” Patrick held up a cautionary finger to Finn. “No stone unturned.” 
 
    “OK, OK.” Finn sighed. “I really thank you for all this help, but I’m still not sure what do next.” 
 
    “Have you been to the crime scene?” Patrick asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Patrick shook his head. “You have to go there.” 
 
    “Why?” Finn asked. “What could I find there two years after the fact?” 
 
    “Trust me, Finneous, you need to go there. It’s like a man who needs glasses.  He sees the world alright without them, but everything is a little blurry.  Once he puts those glasses on, however, everything becomes crystal clear.” Patrick placed his hand on Finn’s shoulder. “Go to that crime scene and who knows, some things in this case folder may suddenly become crystal clear to you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9: Freedom of Religion 
 
    May 17th 
 
    The vibration prompted Finn to snatch his phone out of its holder. He glanced at the screen and rolled his eyes. “Hello, Mrs. Wesson. How are you?” 
 
    The voice on the phone was not interested in social pleasantries. “It doesn’t matter how I am. I’m paying you to find out if my husband is cheating on me with the mailman.  Now is he or isn’t he.” 
 
    “Well, Mrs. Wesson, I did follow him into that park that night, and….” 
 
    Mrs. Wesson finished the sentence for Finn. “And you screwed the whole thing up that night.  That’s old news, and if I were you I wouldn’t go around bragging about my incompetency. What else have you done?” 
 
    “Well, I really haven’t had a chance…..” 
 
    Again, Finn was cut off in mid-sentence. “So, you’ve done nothing – a big fat zero.  Well, that’s the fee you will receive from me – a big fat zero.” 
 
    Finn shook his head and exhaled.  He put his phone away and gingerly tested the coffee with a quick sip – still too hot.  With the cup back on the bar he resumed paging through the New York Post.  Kevin had just appeared from the basement carrying a rack of clean glasses. “Any good news?” he asked. 
 
    “Is there ever?” Finn replied. He turned a few more pages before settling on an article. “Hey, this is interesting,” he exclaimed. “There’s some type of free speech demonstration in Queens today being held by Satanists.”  
 
    Kevin wiped his hands with the bar towel. “Hey, I wonder if any of our friends are involved.  Where is it going to take place?” 
 
    Finn ran his index finger down the text of the article. “It doesn’t say, I ……” His words came to an abrupt halt.  With no regard for his knee he hopped off the stool, accidently knocking it over. “Holy shit!” 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” Kevin snapped. 
 
    “Here!” Finn shouted. “It’s happening here!” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Finn pressed his finger on the text. “Woodhaven Boulevard and 65th Street. It’s gonna happen right outside in three hours.” 
 
    Kevin snatched the newspaper from under Finn’s finger. “Let me see that! Why the hell would they pick here to demonstrate?” 
 
    Finn snatched the paper back from Kevin. “Let me see that again.” Finn perused the article again. “Oh my God!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Listen to this.” Finn read from the article. “Spokesman Aamon Lasalle said that all religions have a right to have their message heard, not just the traditional religions. The demonstration appears to be something of a victory celebration for Lasalle.  Due to a recent complaint, the New York City Department of Health temporarily closed the Grammercy Park Brownstone where Lasalle conducts religious services due to the killing of live chickens during the services.  The City contended that the ritual presented an inhumane and unsanitary condition.  The New York State Supreme Court, however, ruled in favor of Lasalle, citing a decision that permits the killing of chickens during a ceremony in the Orthodox Jewish community called Kapparot.  Lasalle lauded the decision as a victory for religious freedom. ‘No one has the right to change our religion, and this ruling proves we can’t be touched,’ Lasalle sounded somewhat ominous when he said, ‘We will now exercise our rights to take our message to the doorstep of those who would shut us down and make them see the error of their ways.’” 
 
    Finn slapped the newspaper down on the bar. “I told you that you shouldn’t have reported that guy for killing chickens, didn’t I?” Finn spoke out loud as he pondered the situation. “But how did he find us? We didn’t register with his church, and for that other Church of Satan where we had to submit applications, we used phony information.”  Finn turned and stared at Kevin. “We did use phony information, right?” 
 
    Kevin blinked several times but remained silent. 
 
    “Right?” Finn repeated with greater volume. 
 
    Kevin threw the towel to the other side of the bar. “You never said anything about putting phony information on those applications.” 
 
    Finn’s jaw dropped as he pounded the bar with his fist. “It’s impossible to be that stupid – even for you.  Any moron would know not to list his correct name, address and place of employment for that lunatic.” 
 
    “Well, it’s no big deal.” Kevin shrugged. 
 
    “No big deal?” Finn bellowed. “This guy Lasalle hates you and he’s not too fond of me either.  That demonologist cop I talked to warned me to have no contact with Lasalle – he says he’s bad news.” Finn threw his hands in the air. “And in a few hours, he’s gonna be right outside with his whole crew casting spells and conjuring demons.” 
 
    Kevin pointed a finger towards Finn. “Don’t start with that demon crap again. It’s not funny, Finbar.” 
 
    “Who’s being funny,” Finn responded. “rest assured my imbecilic friend, in a few hours there will be a couple of demons here with our names on them.” 
 
    The first sign that this wasn’t going to be a normal day on Woodhaven Boulevard was the arrival of the barrier truck.  The Barrier Unit of the NYPD was composed mainly of cops in the “Rubber Gun Squad” – those cops who had their firearms removed while they awaited the disposition of disciplinary charges or the resolution of medical or psychological conditions.  These cops would drive in a flatbed truck to locations of scheduled events, like parades and demonstrations, and place metal barriers in the area designated for the event.    
 
    At 1PM an NYPD van arrived.  A very young-looking sergeant referred to a rolled-up paper he pulled from his back pocket and directed the six cops to positions around the barriers.  Finn recognized the collar brass worn by the sergeant and cops. “QNTF,” he stated to Kevin. “That stands for Queens North Task Force.”  
 
    Kevin’s terse response prompted Finn to say no more. “No kidding,”  
 
    Kevin divided his time between serving the three drinkers who had wandered into the pub, and standing at the window with Finn, watching the activities on the boulevard.  By 1:45PM approximately one hundred people had gathered.  The barriers had closed off two southbound lanes on Woodhaven Boulevard, and the police officers were herding arriving demonstrators into one of two corrals, depending on their point of view.  In one corral were mostly older people, many holding bibles and carrying signs that contained slogans like Honk if you Hate Satan and Jesus Loves You.  The other corral was filling up with a younger crowd.  In this group there were a sprinkling of signs that mostly contained slogans referring to free speech, rather than Satan or the devil. 
 
    Finn studied the street scene from inside the pub.  Maybe Kevin was right.  Maybe it was no big deal.  The demonstration was beyond subdued – it was downright boring.  At 2:05PM Finn noticed two vehicles park at the curb just south of the barriers.  He anticipated things were about to get interesting when five hooded individuals emerged from a dark SUV.  Two more sinister looking individuals in black robes got out of the rental truck accompanying the SUV. 
 
    “Uh oh!,” Finn cautioned. “You better come see this, Kev.” 
 
    Kevin placed a fresh beer in front of an elderly drinker and rushed to the window.  Two of the robed men had opened the back of the truck and placed ramps up to its rear door.  The demonstrators in the Satanist’s corral were beginning to cheer. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Finn wasn’t sure why the crowd was cheering. 
 
    A hooded man walked to the back of the truck.  Finn noticed something in his hand. “What’s that guy carrying? Is that a bullhorn?” Finn’s question was answered when the man threw back his hood and put the bullhorn up to his mouth. “Holy shit!” Finn exclaimed, “It’s Lasalle!” 
 
    Even inside the pub, Lasalle’s amplified words were loud and clear. “Good people of New York and supporters of religious liberty.  It will be a cold day in hell when we will have religious beliefs forced upon us.” Lasalle pointed the bony index finger of his free hand directly at the pub. “Those who would attempt to silence us will soon be forced to face their own demons.” 
 
    Kevin almost fell backwards. “That creep is talking to us, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Shut up,” Finn yelled as he continued to watch and listen.  
 
    Aamon Lasalle slowly adjusted the direction of his arm, until his finger was now pointing at the back of the rental truck. ““I present to you Baphomet: symbol of pluralism, legal equality, tolerance, free inquiry, freedom of conscience and reconciliation.” 
 
    Four hooded assistants began slowly rolling the 8-foot goat-headed, angel-winged statue down the ramp. 
 
    Kevin was back at the pub window. “Hey look, they brought Batman with them.” 
 
    Finn kept peering out the window as he repeated his previous order. “Shut up!” 
 
    Kevin shook his head. “Thank goodness Pete is in Aruba.” 
 
    Finn stared at Kevin. “Why’s that?” he asked, his words dripping with sarcasm. “You think the owner of this pub would have a problem with Satanists and goat statues being camped outside his business?” Finn returned to gazing out the window but quickly returned his stare to Kevin. “Oh, and I figure Pete would be thrilled to find out that his idiot bartender was the cause of all this.”  
 
    Kevin returned behind the bar to refill a glass. “Well, hopefully Pete never hears about this.” 
 
    The hooded Satanists had formed a semicircle around the Baphomet.  Aamon Lasalle stood in front of the statue, chanting into the bullhorn.  Finn recognized the same foreign tongue he heard during his first encounter with Lasalle. A man in a black ski mask holding a large stick interrupted the ceremony at one point to scream at a Lasalle for leading people to hell, but the police intervened, and Lasalle continued chanting. The Satanists cheered at the end. The Bible poster-holders in the other corral did not.  Then the visitors packed up, and rolled Baphomet into the truck. 
 
    “I’m glad that’s over.” Finn took a deep breath and settled back on a stool. 
 
    “You got that right,” Kevin commented as he threw a coaster in front of a new customer who had taken up residence two stools down from Finn.” 
 
    “What’s your pleasure, my friend?” 
 
    The middle age customer slightly smiled but remained silent. 
 
    “So much to choose from, I understand,” Kevin said. “Take your time.” 
 
    The man stood up and took a step back from the stool.  Kevin anticipated his action. “The men’s room is in the back to the right.” 
 
    There was no response to Kevin’s direction. The man methodically reached under his shirt and pulled out what appeared to be two balloons.  Without a word, the man calmly threw a balloon at Kevin.  Red liquid exploded all over his chest.  In what seemed like a continuation of one fluid motion, the male let fly with the second balloon at Finn.  It caught Finn on his right shoulder, the red liquid splashing over the right side of his upper body. 
 
    “Satan is the real truth!” were the only words shouted before the man ran out the door and disappeared. 
 
    Finn and Kevin were still stunned.  They looked at each other and their red stained clothing.  “What the hell!” Finn exclaimed. 
 
    Kevin did not respond. His attention was drawn to the window of the pub. He jabbed his finger toward the window and stuttered, “Look! Look!” 
 
    Finn wheeled around to find the hooded figure of Aamon Lasalle staring through the window. Lasalle performed a series of unfamiliar gestures, but his words were clear. “Let those soaked with the sacrificial blood be tormented by the demonic underworld to atone for their sins.”  After a moment of silence to display a wide, sinister smile, Lasalle was gone.  The truck and SUV carried all the Satanists and their statue away. 
 
    Finn looked down at his stained clothing.  Was it really blood? He turned his attention to Kevin. “Let me be clear now. If any demons ask for your home address, please give them phony information.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    May 18th 
 
    “Good morning, Gladys.” Finn was making a special effort to sound upbeat.  It was a new day and he was determined to put demons, Satan, and goat statues behind him – like it had been a bad dream. 
 
    Gladys put down her crossword puzzle and shook her head. “That was terrible what went on out there yesterday – just terrible.” 
 
    Finn looked through the folders on his desktop. “I really don’t want to talk about it, Gladys. ”Already, it had become an effort to maintain the upbeat demeanor. 
 
    Gladys grunted. “I suppose you wouldn’t want to talk about it.  Who would want to talk about being responsible for bringing devil worshippers into the neighborhood.” 
 
    There were no more attempts at maintaining pleasantries. “What are you talking about?” Finn snapped. 
 
    “Ha!” Gladys scoffed. “It’s the talk of the neighborhood that you and your drunk friend did something to bring those heathens here.” 
 
    Finn extended his arms to the side. “OK, Gladys. You tell me.  What did we do? Are me and Kevin devil worshippers?” 
 
    Gladys shook her head and picked up her puzzle. “I’m not sure exactly what you did, but I don’t know if I should still work here.  When I get to those pearly gates, working for you might prevent me from getting my passport stamped – if you know what I mean.” 
 
    Finn slammed his hands on his desk and headed toward the office door. “Believe me, Gladys, it’ll break my heart if you quit, but don’t worry, if you get turned away at the pearly gates, I’ll make sure you have a reservation somewhere else.” Finn turned into the stairway, but poked his head back in the doorway. “Somewhere nice and hot – if you know what I mean.” 
 
    Finn barged through the heavy pub door, his good mood already ancient history. He hopped up on a stool and called out for Kevin. “The way I feel right now, I’m seriously considering asking you to put something extra in my coffee.” 
 
    “What?” Kevin emerged from the basement door, carrying a rack of clean glasses. 
 
    Finn waved his arm. “Aw, forget it. Just gimme some coffee – nothing extra.” 
 
    Kevin dropped the rack on the end of the bar. “It’ll be a few minutes. I just put it on.” 
 
    Finn eyed his friend curiously as Kevin began moving clean glasses from the rack to shelves behind the bar. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” Finn asked. 
 
    “What?” Kevin’s mind seemed preoccupied. 
 
    Finn repeated. “I said, what’s wrong with you? No greeting, no snide remarks or witty sayings – nothing.” 
 
    Kevin arranged the last of the clean glasses.  He leaned his hands on the bar in front of Finn and sighed. “To be honest, I didn’t sleep well last night.” 
 
    “What happened?” Finn quipped. “Your mommy didn’t tuck you in.” 
 
    Kevin didn’t react to the remark. “I’m serious, Finbar. I’m worried about that devil guy.” 
 
    Finn turned on the stool and waved a dismissive hand. “Come on! You can’t be serious.  What do you think? That guy is so worked up over the chickens that he is going to stalk us and kill us.” 
 
    “He may not have to stalk us himself,” Kevin responded. 
 
    “You think that girl or any of those other nuts will do his dirty work. Get a grip.” Kevin stood behind the bar, slowly nodding his head.  It took a moment, but finally Finn received the non-verbal message. “Wait a minute, you think that guy can really………” 
 
    Kevin cut Finn off. “That’s right. He can send demons after us. You even said so yesterday.” 
 
    “Oh my God!” Finn put his head in his hands. “I was just breaking your balls.” 
 
    Kevin shook his head. “You tell me I should read more, and that’s what I did last night.  I read all about this stuff online and I believe demons are real.” 
 
    Finn took a deep breath and looked out the window.  He didn’t know what to say.  As he stared out to Woodhaven Boulevard, something caught his eye, and his nose.  “What’s that smell?”  He noticed something in the window that wasn’t usually there.  He got off the stool and slowly approached the window.  A small round object was hanging from the curtain rod.  The smell seemed to be coming from the object. 
 
    “It’s garlic,” Kevin volunteered. 
 
    “What?” Finn turned toward Kevin. 
 
    “That’s right. It was all part of my reading.  That guy put the evil eye or something on this pub yesterday, and I read that garlic protects a place.” 
 
    “Yeah, from werewolves, you idiot.” Finn shook his head. He couldn’t believe he was actually engaging Kevin in an intelligent conversation on the subject. 
 
    “Not quite correct, Finbar,” Kevin countered. “Garlic also protects against vampires and devils.” 
 
    “Oh, then by all means, place garlic everywhere,” Finn deadpanned. “ARE YOU NUTS!” he shouted. 
 
    “I’m just being cautious,” Kevin calmly responded.  He walked to the window and made an adjustment to the string supporting the garlic. “Yes sir, Finbar, you really got us into a jam.” 
 
    Finn was beside himself. “I got us into a jam? I got us into a jam? Who gave that creep his home address and place of employment? Not me.” 
 
    “Calm yourself, Finbar.” Kevin placed a hot cup of coffee in front of Finn.  I have to go back downstairs and get another rack of glasses. 
 
    Finn gingerly tested the coffee. He couldn’t believe that less than thirty minutes ago he was in a great mood. 
 
    “FINN!!!” 
 
    The cry from the basement communicated fear. Finn was off the stool and down the basement steps in a flash, despite the throbbing jolts of pain to his knee. “Kev, where are you?” he bellowed as he came off the stairs. 
 
    “Over here!”  
 
    Finn looked to the right of the doorway. Kevin had wedged himself into the corner of the room, a look of terror on his face. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Finn exclaimed as he approached his friend. 
 
    Kevin was breathing heavily. “There’s someone here!” 
 
    Finn wheeled around and scanned the small room.  There wasn’t much to it.  Bar supplies and boxes of unopened liquor took up most of the space.  In one corner, the owner had a small desk and file cabinet – that was it. There was no place to hide. Finn turned back to his friend. “There’s no one here, Kev.” 
 
    Kevin was still gasping as he spoke. “I’m telling you – I was leaning over to pick up a rack of glasses, and I felt this breeze, like someone brushing by me – and I saw this shadow.” 
 
    “A shadow of a person?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Just a shadow.” 
 
    Finn motioned for Kevin to follow him. “Come on. Get the glasses and let’s go upstairs. There’s no one here.” 
 
    Kevin’s continued heavy breathing concerned Finn.  He went behind the bar and grabbed a shot glass and a bottle of Sambuca.  “Here,” He extended the shot to Kevin. “It’ll calm you down.” Ten minutes and another shot later, Kevin’s respiration had returned to normal. Finn tried to put his friend’s mind at ease. “That was just your mind playing tricks with you.  You’ve always been susceptible to stuff like that.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Kevin questioned. 
 
    “Remember when you swore that there were UFOs over Juniper Park every night one summer, and it turned out to be a guy flying a glow-in-the-dark kite.” 
 
    Kevin shrugged. “Anyone could have made that mistake.” 
 
    “Just don’t get yourself worked up over this,” Finn continued. “I can assure you that there is no demon in the basement, just as I can assure you that neither Count Dracula or the Wolfman is going to walk into the bar anytime soon.” 
 
    “Well, of course they’re not coming here,” Kevin smiled and pointed to the window. “I have the garlic up.” 
 
    “That’s it!” Finn slapped the bar and hopped off the stool. “I gotta get out of here!” 
 
    “Where are you going? Stay and finish your coffee,” Kevin pled. 
 
    “Nope,” Finn stated as he moved toward the door. I have to go to Alley Pond Park and visit that crime scene.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10: Crime Scene 
 
    May 18th 
 
    For the first five or ten minutes of Finn’s trek into the woods of Alley Pond Park, the trail was wide and civilized. He mused that the city had obviously used his taxes to lay wood-chips and place garbage bins along the route. The trees were so separated by this swathe they cut that he wished he had brought his sunglasses. The brilliant rays were not dappled but shone hotly from above as strong as at any beach without the benefit of a cooling onshore breeze. Very abruptly, however, the environment changed.  It was as if the noble efforts of the bureaucrats and their money only reached so far until the woods reasserted itself.    
 
    Finn had to pay more attention to his steps as the trail twisted and snaked around the ancient trees. The roots crisscrossed, gnarled and uneven- were as beautiful as any picture book illustration. Finn took in the colors with unshielded eyes and used his hands to grasp nearby branches where the path rose in steep, uneven rocky steps. 
 
    Finn stopped and took several deep breaths. The trees had grown so thick there was no undergrowth at all. About his feet were only the browned remnants of branches and needles that had fallen in the recent winds. If there was a path there Finn couldn’t see it. He wound his way through the skinny trunks that grew so tall, racing for their share of the sun's rays. In some places they were so thickly clumped he had to alter his path or risk becoming wedged. Finn took several additional deep breaths. The air now had that smell of woodland before rain. Had the weather changed? He couldn’t tell. Perhaps above the canopy there were now clouds fit to burst.  In the darkness of these thick woods, only faint distant drone of cars on the Cross Island Parkway served to remind Finn that this woodland experience was an illusion.  He was still in New York City. 
 
    The trail became recognizable again, and the sky visible. It was still blue.  Without warning, Finn found himself in a circular clearing that was probably fifty feet in diameter.  He stopped and checked his map.  Finn nodded and looked around the clearing.  This was it. This was the crime scene.  Now what was he supposed to do? Besides agreeing that this clearing seemed to be a great place for two teens to have sex, or to perform a satanic ritual, he didn’t know what other information he would glean from this expedition.  Finn stood in the center of the clearing and scratched his head. The only movement was the occasional bird, startling in the trees or a squirrel dashing up a nearby trunk. Suddenly, there were additional sounds to join the birds and squirrels.  The noise was faint at first but grew steadily in intensity.  The rustling of brush and leaves became louder and now included the sound of voices.  There were people about to enter the clearing. 
 
    It seemed clear to Finn that the man and woman entering the clearing were more startled by Finn’s presence than he was by their appearance. 
 
    “Oh!” the woman gasped. I never expected to find anyone here. 
 
    “It’s alright, dear,” the man reassured. “He looks like a nice young man.” 
 
    Finn assumed they were married.  They appeared to be around sixty years of age and the time together had melded them into a single unit.  In other words, they looked like they belonged together. They were both short and slight of build, and wore khaki hiking outfits and pith helmets.  In their attire, Finn would not have been surprised if a Boy Scout troop emerged from the woods behind them. 
 
    “Have you found it?” The man asked. 
 
    Finn shrugged. “Found what?” 
 
    The man became visibly upbeat as he addressed his wife. “He hasn’t found it.” 
 
    “Found what?” Finn repeated. 
 
    “Are you looking for the tunnel” The man asked. 
 
    Finn threw his arms out to the side. “What tunnel? I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Well, I must say I glad you’re not looking for it.” The man extended his hand to Finn. “My wife and I have researched lots of New York City records and we think we finally found it.” 
 
    Finn accepted the handshake but again repeated, “What are you trying to find?” 
 
    The man held up his hand. “Forgive me for being rude.” He swung his arm toward his wife and then back to himself. “Betty and George Hillman.” 
 
    “Finn Delaney, nice to meet you. Now what exactly are you looking for?” 
 
    “This is our hobby,” George began. “There are many secrets in New York City that no one knows about, and we believe we have found one. Back in the 1930s Alley Pond Park and Cunningham Park extended much further than their current boundaries, and horseback riding was very common.  There were bridle paths everywhere in the parks.  It was during the thirties that the highway system began coming of age with the Grand Central and Cross Island Parkways cutting right through areas of these parks.  Originally, the bridle paths were maintained by creating a series of tunnels so the paths could pass under the highways.  During the 1960s horseback riding ended in the parks and the bridle path tunnels were filled in.  There has always been a rumor, however, that one of the longer tunnels was just sealed, but not filled in.  We think we located the entrance and we’re hoping there is access to get into it so that we can photo and video the inside of the tunnel.” 
 
    “That’s very interesting,” Finn commented. 
 
    “Yes, it is,” George agreed.  He pointed to the trail on the opposite side of the clearing from where Finn had entered. “We believe the entrance is about a quarter mile down that trail, near the Cross Island Parkway.” 
 
    Betty joined the conversation. “Would you like to accompany us, young man?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Finn answered. 
 
    “Yes, yes, that’s a great idea,” George blurted. “We could really use another set of eyes if it’s difficult finding the access point.” 
 
    Finn sighed and looked around the clearing.  Making the hike to the crime scene had proven to be a complete waste of time.  He might as well gain something from his trip. “Sure,” he said. “Why not?” 
 
    “That’s great,” Betty sang. “We are grateful for your company.” 
 
     Finn followed the Hillmans out of the clearing and onto the trail.  Almost immediately, the woods thickened again.  Slowly but surely the trees thinned, and at the same time the drone from vehicles on the parkway increased.  When they completely broke out from the trees, George called out a warning, ”Be careful with your footing.” 
 
    Finn was now following the couple along the top of a steep embankment.  At the bottom of the winding trail was the retaining wall of the Cross Island Parkway.” 
 
    “Dead end!” Finn exclaimed. 
 
    “Not necessarily,” George responded. He pointed to something protruding from the ground approximately ten feet from the retaining wall.   
 
    Finn eyed the protrusion curiously. It didn’t appear to be pieces of trees or any other natural byproduct of the woodlands. “What is it?” Finn asked. 
 
    “It’s a railing,” George replied. “At least it’s a piece of a railing.” 
 
    “Railing for what?” 
 
    George smiled. “I believe this is a bridle path railing, and if we follow its remnants, it will lead us right to the tunnel.” 
 
    Bits of railing were visible every now and then over the next hundred yards.  The retaining wall made a bend to the left, and with George leading the group, he was the first to see it. “I think this is it!” There was an air of excitement in his voice. 
 
    Finn was looking at a portion of the wall with several concrete blocks missing. George was already peering through the opening in the wall, his excitement growing with each passing second. “This is it,” he exclaimed. “This is the tunnel.” 
 
    Betty noted the size of the opening. “Looks like it would be a tight squeeze.” 
 
    Finn noted how loose several of the blocks surrounding the opening appeared to be. “Stand back,” he warned.  With surprisingly little effort Finn pushed blocks forward until they fell off the wall, opening a space that could be easily traversed by the Hillmans and himself. 
 
     Standing at the newly widened entrance, Finn immediately noticed the cold breeze rushing from the tunnel.  Sound was carrying strangely as their chatter at the entrance produced a far-off echo with an eerie quality. Finn found the sounds of dripping and sometimes running water combined with the damp, cold darkness a suitable backdrop for a horror movie.  
 
    George and Betty produced large, powerful flashlights from their backpacks. Finn activated the flashlight feature on his iPhone.  The three explorers stepped inside the newly illuminated tunnel. Finn noticed numerous alcove type indentions along one side of the tunnel. The remnants of old electrical junctions populated these spaces. Finn slowly moved his light along the length of a huge graffiti tag covering an entire wall. “I guess we weren’t the first people here,” he announced.  The Hillmans did not respond.  Finn felt bad for making the remark that likely crushed their feeling of discovery. He tried to make up for his callousness with humor. “Don’t feel bad. Vandals know about all the secret spots in New York City.” 
 
    The illumination of the flashlights made it easy for Finn to follow the Hillmans down the now brightly illuminated tunnel.  Finn noticed two roads.  On the right side of the tunnel was an elevated path approximately three feet wide.  This path was bordered by the same type railing that had led to the tunnel entrance.  Adjacent and below the walking path was the much wider horse path.  As the flashlights illuminated the arced walls and roof overhead, Finn could see the rough overlay of crumbling concrete and multitudes of water stains. The horse path beneath his feet was hard packed and graveled.  
 
     About a hundred yards into the tunnel, Finn was beginning to question his decision. The novelty of the Hillmans and the tunnel had worn off. In terms of "sightseeing", the tunnel didn’t provide much.  Besides the graffiti, Finn noticed an ample number of hypodermic needles spread throughout. 
 
     The Hillmans were still ecstatic with their discovery.  As they moved through the tunnel, George continued the history lesson. “There was a reason the roads around here were called parkways.  There was a park on the side. They contained a bridle path, bike path and a hiking path. They originally ran the length of the parkways.  Financial crisis of the 60s and 70s caused the city to end the maintenance on them.  It became a nuisance and was sealed up in the 70s.” 
 
    They had walked cautiously for at least ten minutes.  Finn was the first to notice it in the distance. “Look!” he blurted. “Light!” 
 
    George nodded. “Yup, that must be the other end of this tunnel.” 
 
    Finn arrived at the light source first.  There were only two missing blocks providing the light path.  The view through the small open space revealed only weeds.  Finn warned the Hillmans back while he tested the surrounding blocks.  They were as loose as the blocks on the other side, and very quickly Finn had opened a hole large enough for them to crawl through. 
 
    Pushing through the weeds was like entering a new world.  Finn stood in between George and Betty at the top of a hill and gazed downward.  The dominating feature of the scenery that caught Finn’s eye was the sign - ANGELINA’S.   
 
    “Angelina’s has the best Italian food in Queens,” George opined. 
 
    Finn was confused. “Where the hell are we?” 
 
    “Union Turnpike,” George responded. “It’s amazing. That tunnel passed under two parkways. It must have run for almost a mile.” 
 
    “Ready to go back, Finn?” Betty asked. 
 
    “Sure.” Finn was flexing his leg, trying to remember that this exercise was supposed to be good for his knee. 
 
    When they were all back inside the tunnel, George made a sweep with his flashlight before they began the return trip.  When his light hit the east wall adjacent to the footpath, Finn called out. “What’s that?” 
 
    George’s light had stopped on a three-foot square opening in the wall.  There were remnants of a long gone grating around the perimeter of the opening.  George rubbed his chin while keeping the light on the opening.  “It looks like some type of old vent or drain.” George shined his light directly into the opening. “Holy cow! The vent looks like it runs for at least five hundred feet.” George turned to Finn with a twinkle in his eye. “You want to crawl down the vent, Finn?” 
 
    Finn rolled his eyes. “Maybe another day.”    
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11: What You Don’t Know May Hurt You 
 
    May 20th 
 
    Finn lay on his back, his body completely at rest.  The beautiful figure straddled him, her silk panties rubbing slowly and suggestively against his crotch.  She threw her long dark hair back and stared into Finn’s eyes. Carmen was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen – more beautiful than the night he met her with Kevin. 
 
    Slowly, she moved her face closer to his. Finn could feel her warm breath against his face.  He never wanted to leave his bed.  Finn stared into the eyes of this beauty, but something was wrong. His feeling of total relaxation was gone. Carmen’s face began to distort.  Her sexy whispers had transitioned into guttural groans in a language not known to him. 
 
    Carmen was hissing and spitting and she took-on snake like qualities in both her body language and her face. She kept rolling her eyes, and let out an incredible scream. A pointed, red tongue shot out from her reptilian mouth and brushed back and forth across Finn’s face.  He tried to push her away, but her hands found their way to Finn’s neck. 
 
    Finn’s consciousness was trying to convince him this was a nightmare, but he could feel his breath leaving him.  This nightmare was so real. Finn was panicking because it felt as if he might die from the hands around his neck.  Finn desperately tried to wake up, screaming for help, yet nobody came.  He left his bedroom on his hands and knees.  Carmen had disappeared, but he still felt that he was being choked. Finn clawed his way to the stairs. Soon, he had a feeling that Carmen was still in his house, and that he may have been given some sort of drug to make everything he saw appear real. Finn asked himself if his house looked right. Were there any clues to tell him that he wasn’t standing in his living room with Carmen hissing at him from the couch?  And there in the corner of the room was a Christmas tree, bare of any ornaments. Christmas was months ago. Finn knew there was no tree in his house.  
 
    Finn was trying to grasp consciousness. This had to be a nightmare, didn’t it?  Suddenly, Finn was awake in his bed, his brain feeling shot through and coughing as if he had just been choked.  He sat up in the bed shaking.  It was the most intense nightmare he ever had and Finn was never gladder to see the light of day. 
 
    Finn was having difficulty concentrating.  Gladys had left no indications of priorities on his call back sheet, and she was AWOL, as usual.  Based on the scanty notes she made, Finn needed to figure out who to call first.  His mind refused to focus on the call back list.  It kept drifting back to that dream.  He shook his head, took a deep breath and looked out the window to Woodhaven Boulevard.  That dream had really shaken him -  it seemed so real.  It was also unnerving that he remembered every detail of the dream so vividly.  Whenever he did recall a dream, the memory of it was usually gone within an hour of waking. Why was this dream staying with him? Finn recalled a psychology class in college that dealt with dreams.  The professor had said that the dreams that you remember the longest are the ones that cause you fear and anxiety.  He shook his head again.  Was he letting Kevin and all this demon and devil crap get to him? 
 
     With no insights available in his secretary-free office, Finn decided to put his exercise in concentration on hold and visit what he hoped would be a more positive setting - the tranquil environment of the late morning pub.  Finn's anxiety was not eased when he pushed through the door and noticed the garlic still suspended from the curtain rod.  He noticed a couple of other things that were not part of the usual late morning pub scenery.  First, there was someone already drinking at the bar. Finn approached from behind and slapped the drinker on the back.  "What's up Pete?" 
 
     To be generous, Finn would describe Pete Hennessey as an elderly boozehound who lived around the corner.  Pete frequented all the bars within walking distance, which was very fortunate since Pete seemed to be in a constant state of intoxication.  Finn didn't know what schedule Pete maintained, but obviously, The Shamrock was in his rotation, as he would show up hunched over the bar at least a couple of times a week in the late morning and early afternoon. 
 
     Pete stared down at his glass. "Same shit, differed day," he grunted. 
 
    Finn rolled his eyes. "Good to see you too, Pete." 
 
     Finn's view of the basement door provided a second anomaly to the usual morning routine.  Kevin emerged from the basement being followed by another figure, and it wasn't a demon - It was Meg.  Finn focused on her as she carried a box of supplies into the dining room.  Suddenly, he wasn't bothered by the dream.  Why was he continuing to keep this girl at arm’s length? Meg was a beautiful person. She wasn't a classic beauty, but she was pretty enough. What impressed Finn most about Meg was her caring nature. It was like God had planted a seed of perfect caring in her soul. She cared for all - humans, animals and the environment. 
 
     Meg's eyes lit up when she noticed Finn at the bar. "Hey!" she waved. "Come back here and keep me company while I set tables."  
 
    Finn began to make his move as Kevin appeared behind the bar.  "Morning, Finbar. What's up?" 
 
    "Not much," Finn replied. "I was just shooting the breeze with old Pete." 
 
    "Better you than me," Kevin groaned. "I don't like talking to that nasty old Polish prick." 
 
    Finn did a double take. "Polish? Pete's not Polish - he's Irish." 
 
    "Duh," Kevin blurted. "I think Witkowski is a Polish name, don't you?" 
 
    Finn looked down the bar toward Pete and then back to Kevin. "I thought his name was Hennessey?" 
 
    "We call him Pete Hennessey because all he drinks is Hennessey." Kevin noticed Meg wave again. "Don't stop for me, you better hurry back to where you were summoned." 
 
    Finn waved a dismissive hand at Kevin. He began walking from the bar, but then stopped and turned back. He placed his right index finger on his temple as if in deep thought. "So, I guess your name is actually Kevin Sambuca." Finn dodged the bar towel as he continued to the dining room.  He was glad to see that Kevin seemed to be back to normal, and was not ranting about demons and devils. 
 
     "Hey, Finn." Meg was beaming 
 
    "Hey, Meg." Finn could see Meg begin to strain her neck and stand on her toes. He took the non-verbal cues and planted a polite kiss on her lips. Finn looked around the dining room. "What's happening today?" 
 
    Meg unfolded a tablecloth. "Retirement luncheon for a police officer." 
 
    "What precinct?" Finn asked. 
 
    "Not sure," Meg replied as she moved on to the next tablecloth and table. 
 
    "Do you need any help?" Finn asked. 
 
    "That's sweet," she smiled, "But, no. I got it covered.  Meg stopped in the middle of unfolding a table cloth and turned to Finn. "By the way, I almost forgot to tell you. We're having a big party for Katy next week and I hope you're going to come with me." 
 
    "Sure," Finn shrugged.  "What's the occasion?" 
 
    "Baby sister Katy is turning sixteen, and she talked my parents into a big sweet sixteen party." Meg shook her head. "These parties get more and more extravagant. I think we played pin the tail on the donkey at my sixteenth." 
 
    Finn chuckled. "Where's the party?" 
 
    "Some Italian restaurant in Bayside that my parents like. I'll let you know all the details. I just want to make sure you'll go with me." 
 
    "Of course, I will," Finn smiled. 
 
    Finn and Meg locked eyes.  The moment called for something more than a polite peck, but the chemistry was broken by a frantic plea from the bar. 
 
    "FINBAR! come over here, right now." 
 
    The fearful quality in Kevin's voice resulted in Finn almost tripping over a chair as he sprinted to the bar.  Finn did not want to regress to the prior scene at the bar, but as he approached his friend, there was only one way to describe Kevin's expression. He looked like he had seen a ghost. "What's wrong?" Finn exclaimed. 
 
    Kevin pointed to the end of the bar.  
 
    Finn observed only old Pete slumped over his whiskey. "What?" Finn was confused. 
 
    Meg had left the dining room. "Is anything wrong?" 
 
    "No, no. Just Kevin being a jerk. Go back to the table set ups." Finn turned back to Kevin. "Now, what the hell is your problem?" 
 
     “Mee gloo-tos vee-an an-ee-mon!” Kevin blurted 
 
     "Have you finally lost it completely?" Finn commented. 
 
    Kevin pointed to Pete. "That's what he said." 
 
    "Who?" 
 
    "Pete!" Kevin yelled. 
 
    Finn tried to maintain some sense of decorum. "OK, just calm down and tell me what happened." 
 
    Kevin took a deep breath. "I'm wiping down the bar, and I look over and see that Pete is asleep on the stool.  That's nothing new but I see he's drooling on the bar. I just wiped the bar down, so I go over and tap him on the shoulder and tell him not to drool on my bar." 
 
    "That's it?" Finn questioned. 
 
    "Not quite," Kevin gasped. "When I tell him not to drool, Pete turns his head quicker than I've ever seen him move.  His eyes were wide open and were bright red, like a fire. Then he said it." 
 
    "Said what?" Finn asked. 
 
    "Those words I already said. In this gravelly raspy voice that sounded nothing like Pete he said Mee gloo-tos vee-an an-ee-mon!” 
 
    "Calm down," Finn cautioned. "Maybe he was just trying to clear his throat." 
 
    "Yeah, right!" Kevin scoffed. 
 
    Finn walked down the bar. "Hey Pete. Is everything alright?" 
 
    Pete remained focused on his whiskey. "Same shit, different day." 
 
    Finn looked toward Kevin. "See." He pulled his iPhone out as he walked back to Kevin. "Just to further show you there's nothing going on here, tell me those words again." 
 
    Kevin thought for a moment. " Mee gloo-tos vee-an an-ee-mon!" 
 
    Finn tapped the google app. "Sounds like it may be Latin" 
 
    Finn tapped the screen again.. "I was right, it is Latin. Its "Mi glutos vian animon!" 
 
    Kevin's voice was still excited "Come on, what’s it mean?" 
 
    "Let's see," Finn focused on the screen as he waited for the page to load. "This is much to do about nothing, I'm sure." Finn's eyes widened and his mouth dropped open. 
 
    "What's wrong?" The pace of Kevin's voice was increasing in urgency. "Tell me! What does it mean?" 
 
    Finn was too stunned to express any emotion. In a very even tone he said. "I'll swallow your soul!" 
 
    "That's it!" Kevin threw his hands in the air. "That ghoul is gonna get me! All I did was report him for killing chickens, and now he's going to torment my life with demons.  And after he was screwing my date on stage in front of a crowd. I should be sending demons after him." 
 
    "Calm down," Finn was trying allay Kevin's fears while masking his own. "Pete doesn't remember what he did five minute ago. He was probably telling you to screw off, or something like that, and it just happened to sound like those Latin words." 
 
    Kevin was breathing heavily. "Is that what you really think, Finbar?" 
 
    Finn was becoming annoyed at having to sooth his friend while dealing with his own anxiety. "Well, what's the alternative, genius. Accept the fact that there are demons flying around this pub.  I can't wait till Pete gets back from Aruba. I want to be there when he asks you if there's anything new and you say 'Not much, Pete, just a few demons have taken up residence in the pub.'" Finn took a couple of deep breaths. "Oh, and by the way, I don't think your garlic is working." 
 
    Kevin sat on a stool and shook his head. "This isn't funny, Finn. I think I'm losing my mind over this." 
 
    Finn sat on the adjacent stool and slapped his friends back. "Well, at least you don't have much of a mind to lose." 
 
    Kevin shot Finn an angry look. 
 
    Finn put his hands up in the universal sign of surrender. "I know, I know - not funny - sorry." 
 
    Kevin put his elbows on the bar and buried his face in his hands. "I know I seem like I'm going off the deep end with this stuff, but it's all building up on me, including that dream I had last night." 
 
    Finn's attention perked. "What dream?" 
 
    "It was friggin terrifying, it was so real. I was laying there in bed and all of a sudden Carmen was on top of me looking oh so sexy. Just when I think we're gonna have sex, she starts choking me and turns into some kind of snake." Kevin grabbed his neck. "It was just so real I woke up coughing trying to catch my breath - just like I had been choked." 
 
    Finn was speechless. He stared at a scratch in the wood on the bar. 
 
    "What's the matter? You're not gonna tell me that it's silly to get worked up over a dream?" 
 
    Finn continued to stare at the bar. 
 
    "What's wrong with you, Finbar?" 
 
    Slowly, Finn turned to face Kevin. His voice was even and measured. "I had the same dream last night." 
 
    "Oh my God!" Kevin's eyes were moist. "What are we gonna do?" 
 
    Finn snapped out of his fearful trance and tried to get into problem solving mode.  "Don't tell Meg anything about this. I'm gonna call Chris.     
 
    The opening door and flash of street light startled Finn and Kevin.  Two middle age men in suits headed directly for the dining room. “Looks like your luncheon is starting to arrive,” Finn commented. He placed his hand on Kevin’s shoulder. “Now, get a grip on yourself until we get this figured out. Chris will know what to do.” 
 
    Finn stepped out to the sidewalk on Woodhaven Boulevard.  He took a couple of deep deliberate breaths in the midday air.  He wanted to clear his head and collect his thoughts before calling Chris Moritz.  Finn pulled his phone from its holder and began to swipe through his contacts.  Before he could locate Chris’s number, a voice from down the sidewalk interrupted his progress. 
 
    “Hey, it’s Delaney!” The voice sounded very jovial.  Finn turned toward the voice and was horrified.  He would rather have been facing a demon, but instead, a smiling Rocco Gentile was approaching. 
 
    “Delaney,” Rocco extended his hand. “Long time, no see – well, not that long actually,” Rocco corrected himself. “That was only last month in the park, right?” 
 
    Finn came nowhere near matching Rocco’s enthusiasm. “Hey Rocco, what’s up?” 
 
    “I’m here for the luncheon for a guy in my command.” Rocco looked up at the pub sign above the windows. “I’ve never been here before, but I heard it’s a nice place, and something of a cop bar.” 
 
    “I guess you could say that,” Finn replied. 
 
    Rocco’s smile was wide again. “I wasn’t aware it was one of these alternative lifestyle bars, though.” 
 
    Finn shot an icy glare in Rocco’s direction. 
 
    “Hey,” Rocco put his hands up and took a step back. “There’s nothing wrong with that. I’m just saying it’s interesting.” 
 
    Finn looked back down to the screen of his phone.  Maybe a demon would attach itself to Rocco while he was having lunch.  For at least that instant, the thought of Rocco blurting out Latin phrases made him feel good. 
 
    "Chris, it's Finn Delaney." 
 
    "I saw the news story on the demonstration on Woodhaven Boulevard. I was expecting your call. I’m RDO tomorrow,” Chris said. “I’d like to come by the pub tomorrow morning before it opens. Can you arrange that? 
 
    “Sure,” Finn replied. “Kevin is the day bartender. He can open anytime he wants.” 
 
    “Good,” Chris said. “How about 9AM?” 
 
    “That’s fine. What exactly are you going to do?” Finn asked. 
 
    “We’ll go over it tomorrow,” Chris calmly responded. “I need to talk to both of you before we go into the pub. Can we meet somewhere nearby?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so.” Finn thought for a moment. “My office is right across the street. How’s that?” 
 
    “That will be fine. See you tomorrow.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12: Exorcism – NYPD Style 
 
    May 21st 
 
    9AM found Finn sitting at his desk, tapping his pen rhythmically on the electric pencil sharpener.   The voice from the other desk sounded concerned. “I hope this guy knows what he’s doing.” 
 
    Finn stopped tapping and frowned. “Do you want a resume from him? At this point we don’t have much choice, do we?” 
 
    “I guess you’re right.” Kevin looked through several crossword books on top of the desk. “Are crossword puzzles all that old bat does all day?” 
 
    Finn was trying to decide whether to defend his secretary or pile on with Kevin’s sentiments when his train of thought was disturbed by the sound of the street door. “That must be Chris,” Finn said. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” Chris nodded officiously as he entered the office. 
 
    Finn pointed to the folding chair he had set up equidistant between Kevin and himself. “Have a seat, Chris.” 
 
    Once Chris was seated, Finn inhaled, and was ready with his first question when Kevin beat him to the punch. “So, are you like the exorcist from the movie? Are you going to exorcise these demons out of me and Finn?” 
 
    Finn cringed with embarrassment, but Chris didn’t alter his calm expression and steady tone as he responded to Kevin. “I know my limitations as a maligner—I don’t do exorcisms of people, only places. If a spirit has attached itself to a person I have to call one of the priests in my society. They’d need to get permission from a bishop, and unfortunately the Church doesn’t want to get involved with stuff like that these days. There might be another technique I can use in this case, but we’ll get to that later.” 
 
    Finn had the next question. “In real demonic activity, how does it start?” 
 
    “Like I told you when we met, most of the time it’s because of people dabbling in the occult—and with people like Aamon Lasalle. Anytime you’re trying to retain knowledge or power from a supernatural source, it comes with a major price tag.” 
 
    “So,” Finn continued, “Are we ready to go across the street? Do you need anything from us? 
 
    Chris shook his head. “I just bring my sacramentals—a cross and blessed salt. Once inside, I’ll recite Pope Leo XIII's prayer of exorcism, which is very effective and can be used by all Catholics in times when devilish mischief is suspected.” Chris pointed at Finn and then at Kevin. “Are you both Catholic?” 
 
    “Yeah,” They responded in unison. 
 
    Chris displayed a shiny silver medal in his right hand. “I also hang the miraculous medal of Saint Catherine Labouré on a wall somewhere inside the property. No one in the bar will know it’s there, but if it’s a true haunting, the unfriendly visitors will sense it from a mile away. This is good for a demonic harassment, but if it goes untreated, it can develop into possession.” 
 
    Finn clapped his hands once. “Well, are we ready?” 
 
    “We?” Chris questioned. “All I need you to do is open the pub and wait outside.” 
 
    As they crossed the street, Kevin fumbled for the keys in his pocket.  He walked ahead and inserted the key and turned.  He gave the heavy pub door a push to ensure it was open. “The light is to the right, and the door to the basement is on the opposite side of the bar.” 
 
    “This shouldn’t take long,” Chris remarked as he disappeared behind the door. 
 
    Kevin leaned on a parked car while Finn paced back and forth on the sidewalk. “What if he doesn’t come out?” Kevin remarked 
 
    Finn waved a dismissive hand. “Don’t be ridiculous. He’ll be out in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kevin shot back. “But what if he comes out growling at us in Latin?” 
 
    Before Finn could consider entertaining Kevin’s remark, the pub door swung open. “That was fast,” Finn exclaimed. 
 
    “That’s all there is to it,” Chris replied. 
 
    “Did you get them?” Kevin asked. 
 
    Chris snickered slightly. “I’m not like an exterminator using bug spray in a house. We’ll see how effective I was in time.” 
 
    “So that’s it?” Finn asked. 
 
    “Not quite,” Chris explained. “My exorcism was of the building. Like I said, I don’t exorcise people. You two may need to be cleansed.” 
 
    Finn scratched his head. “But if you don’t exorcise people, how can you help us?” 
 
    “Like I said before, in this case there may be an alternative technique.” 
 
    “What technique?” Kevin asked. 
 
    “We go to the source,” Chris said. 
 
    “What source?” Finn asked. 
 
    “Who caused your problems?” Chris asked. 
 
    “Aamon Lasalle,” Finn responded. 
 
    “Exactly!” Chris exclaimed. 
 
    “So?” Finn questioned. 
 
    “So,” Chris continued. “We go see Aamon Lasalle.” 
 
     Finn Strained to see the contour of the road ahead.  The mechanical female voice on his GPS had just announced a left turn in five hundred feet, but visually, he saw no sign of an intersecting road.  The features of Mill Road were identical for as far as he could see.  The thick tree growth blocked visibility to both sides of the road, and huge trees drooped together at the top, as if holding hands to block the sunlight.  Finn found this a fascinating aspect about life in the New York Metropolitan Area.  Less than ten minutes removed from the New York City Borough of Queens, Finn navigated down this rural road in Old Brookville that may just as well have been five hundred miles from the city. 
 
    “There it is.” Chris Moritz noticed the road two seconds before the GPS announced a left turn on Remsen Lane. Remsen Lane was narrower and lined with even thicker rows of trees and bushes than Mill Lane.  
 
    “What the hell is this?” Kevin blurted from the back seat. “There’s nothing out here but squirrels.” 
 
    “Look!” Finn slowed the Camry and took one hand off the wheel, pointing to an object that caught his attention on the right side of the road.  He eyed the white metal box attached to the red wood pole. “It’s a mailbox.”               Just as Finn made the revelation, the trees adjacent to the mailbox disappeared revealing a driveway of ornate brickwork.  A closer inspection of the mailbox revealed LASALLE printed on its side. “I guess we’re at the right place,” Finn opined as he turned onto the driveway.  
 
    Kevin was the first to react to the home. “Wow! All I can say is casting spells must be a good business.” 
 
    It was a large country house, a mansion, ornate in its architecture and splendid in its gardens.  Finn stopped in front of the massive front door and looked at Chris. “By the way, how did you know Lasalle lived out here.” 
 
    “It’s my business to know where these guys are,” he responded in his usual even tone. “Let’s go talk to Mr. Lasalle.” 
 
    There was a large brass knocker on the huge double front door.  When Chris used the knocker, the echoing boom reminded Finn of the sound the door made on the old TV show The Munsters. 
 
    Aamon Lasalle looked neither fearful or angry.  Finn perceived mostly curiosity from this ghoul who had sic’d his demons on him.  What was striking, however, was that the man standing in the doorway looked nothing like the creep in the hood and robe waving and chanting outside the pub window.  This Aamon Lasalle had apparently just returned from the golf course, as he was decked out in a light blue golf shirt, tan slacks, and white golf shoes. 
 
    Lasalle’s face wore a sarcastic smile as he addressed Chris. “What in the world would bring you here?” 
 
    “I think you know,” Chris replied. “The evocation you performed at my friend’s pub.” 
 
    “Hey!” Lasalle exclaimed. “Your friends screwed with me, so now they have to suffer the consequences.” 
 
    Chris’s tone was still very measured. “I don’t think you understand, me.  I want you to lay off them.” 
 
    Lasalle’s tone was more menacing. “I don’t think you understand me. The darkness is on them and it will stay on them.” 
 
    Chris shrugged. There was still not a hint of excitement in his voice. “OK, so that’s your last word on this?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Lasalle chuckled. “Why don’t you ask your God to help them?” 
 
    Chris remained calm. “No, I don’t think I need him for this one.” Chris took a step forward and grabbed Lasalle with both hands by his shirt collar. In one fluid movement he yanked Lasalle out of his doorway and let out a grunt as he literally threw Lasalle into some large bushes lining his doorway. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Lasalle squealed, kicking his legs and trying to get up from the bushes.  
 
    “Let me help you up.” Chris offered. He reached down and again grabbed Lasalle by his collar.  This time the dominating sound was Lasalle’s high pitch scream as Chris hurled into the bushes on the opposite side of the doorway.  Chris was not breathing hard as he calmly reached down and grabbed the prone Lasalle with one hand, ripping his shirt as he partially lifted him out of the bush. “Do we understand each other now, Lasalle?” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Lasalle gasped. “Your friends will have no more problems.” 
 
    “Good.” Chris released his grip on the shirt and Lasalle fell back into the bush. 
 
    “Let’s go fellas,” Chris turned and walked to the Camry. 
 
    Not a word was spoken inside the car as Finn weaved through the rural roads of Old Brookville.  It wasn’t until they were on the Long Island Expressway that Kevin leaned forward from the back seat and addressed Chris. “Was that an exorcism?” 
 
    Chris continued looking out the front windshield. “I guess you could say that.” 
 
    “So that’s it!” Finn blurted, “It’s over?” 
 
    Chris shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe.” 
 
    Kevin leaned forward from the back seat. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Chris turned in seat to face Kevin. “It means that it’s either over, or it’s going to get worse for you guys.  When Lasalle pulls himself out of the bushes it just depends on how pissed off he is and how serious he thinks I am.” 
 
    Kevin slumped back in the seat. “This is just wonderful.” 
 
    Chris turned toward Kevin with just the hint of a smile. “Hey, think positive.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13: Discovery 
 
    May 24th 
 
    “Where exactly are we going?” Finn asked. “Meg said she gave you the directions.” 
 
    “Some Italian restaurant in Bayside.” 
 
    “What’s the name?” 
 
    “I don’t remember,” Kevin shrugged. 
 
    Finn slapped the steering wheel. “That’s great. I can always count on you, can’t I?” 
 
    “Simmer down, Finbar,” Kevin cautioned. “It’s on the corner of Union Turnpike and Springfield Boulevard. So, unless there’s an Italian joint on every corner, there’s no problem.” 
 
    “By the way,” Finn mentioned, “Why no date. I thought you knew how to work these dating apps.” 
 
    Kevin shook his head. “I’m taking a break.  With my recent luck I probably would end ended up bringing a vampire.  I don’t think Meg who have appreciated that, do you? 
 
    Finn chuckled. “Probably not.” 
 
    Kevin sighed. “I’m just going to enjoy the evening solo.” He pointed to the green highway sign. “There’s the Union Turnpike exit.” 
 
    Two minutes later Finn drove his Camry west on Union Turnpike approaching Springfield Boulevard.  Kevin pointed to the southwest corner. “That must be it.” 
 
    Finn blurted, “Hey, I’ve been here before.” 
 
    “How’s the food?” Kevin asked. 
 
    Finn pulled into a parking space on Union Turnpike. “I’ve never eaten here. Remember I told you about when I went to the crime scene and met that couple looking for an old tunnel.” 
 
    Kevin snickered, “I remember. What happened? Did you come out of the tunnel in the restaurant’s dining room? 
 
    “Close,” Finn pointed to an area to the northwest, adjacent to the parkway. “We came out of the tunnel over there, and the first thing I saw was the sign for Angelina’s.” 
 
    Kevin rolled his eyes. “Wow, that’s very interesting. I wish I was there.  I would have liked nothing better than to hang out in the woods with you and Ma and Pa Kettle.” 
 
    “Well, no matter what you think it actually was interesting.” 
 
    “Here’s something interesting that I’ll bet you don’t know.” Kevin pointed to the southwest. “Rory used to work right over there.” 
 
    “Where?” Finn asked. 
 
    “Right there.” Kevin continued pointing. “Are you blind?” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Finn said. “Rory worked at an armored car depot. You’re pointing at a self-storage warehouse.” 
 
    “The depot went under about eight months after the robbery,” Kevin explained. “Now it’s one of those Storage Wars places.” 
 
    Kevin rubbed his hands together. “OK, let’s get ready to party!” 
 
    “Down boy,” Finn warned. 
 
    “Hey!” Kevin replied. “Maybe some of Meg’s sister’s friends will be available.” 
 
    Finn stopped and placed his hands on his hips. “Are you out of your mind? This is a sweet sixteen party.” 
 
    “Hey!” Kevin exclaimed. “Old enough to sit at the table, old enough to eat.” 
 
    Finn held the restaurant door and provided a final thought as Kevin walked past. “Don’t expect me to bail you out of jail.” 
 
    Finn stepped inside the restaurant party room that was as elegant as the hall for a wedding reception.  He shook his head and took in the scene.  He just didn’t get it, and as a male he probably never would.  Why would parents spend thousands of dollars on a birthday party? 
 
    Girls in fancy dresses, heavy makeup, and high heels scurried around the dance floor, caught in a vortex between little girl and woman.  Off in a corner of the room Meg sat at a table with her parents.   Meg’s expression brightened as she battled through the traffic on the dance floor to greet Finn. 
 
    “Hey, I was beginning to worry about you,” Meg said 
 
    Finn gave her a peck on the forehead. “I had to wait for him,” Finn nodded toward Kevin. 
 
    “Some things never change,” Meg chuckled. 
 
    “Well,” Kevin adjusted his tie and cleared his throat. “I’ll leave you lovebirds alone while I circulate.” 
 
    “Be nice, Kevin,” Meg warned. “My dad is very nervous tonight.  He’s watching Katy and her friends like a hawk.” 
 
    “Hey!” Kevin pointed to himself. “The big guy is the picture of social grace.” 
 
    Kevin took a couple of steps, but Finn caught his by the arm.  “I’m serious. Forget about that old enough to eat crap you fed me.  These are sixteen-year old kids, and remember, Meg’s dad was a Golden Gloves boxer. Get my point?” 
 
    “Just take care of yourself, mother,” Kevin mocked. 
 
    Four hours later Finn was relieved – relieved the party was over – relieved Kevin had not made a complete fool of himself, and relieved to be parting company with Meg.  His attitude toward Kevin made sense.  While he had ventured into the waters of borderline inappropriateness a couple of times on the dance floor, for the most part, Kevin remained planted on the firm ground of good taste.  What bothered Finn was his relief at separating from Meg.  She was obviously enjoying the evening with him, and he was having a good time with her, so why was he insistent at keeping her at arms-length?  Why did thought of growing closer to Meg frighten him?       
 
    Finn and Kevin walked down Union Turnpike, or a more accurately, Kevin danced down the sidewalk.  
 
    “What’s your problem?” Finn remarked. 
 
    “Nothing,” Kevin kept making his moves. “I still have the music in me.” 
 
    “Calm down!” Finn warned. “You got through the night without being arrested, so don’t press your luck.” 
 
    Kevin switched to a walk. “What a party pooper,” he said. “By the way, why isn’t Meg coming with us?”  
 
    “Huh?” Finn’s mind had become preoccupied. 
 
    Kevin repeated, “I said, why isn’t Meg coming with us?  She is your date tonight, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Meg’s going in the limo with her sister.” Finn stood at the curb next to his Camry, focusing on something across Union Turnpike.” 
 
    “That’s sort of rude of her, don’t you think?” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “I said,” Kevin snapped, “that she’s being rude.” 
 
    Finn turned toward Kevin. “I appreciate your concern, but don’t worry about it. She invited me to go in the limo with her.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you go?” 
 
    Finn turned back toward his mysterious subject across Union Turnpike. “I don’t trust you with my car.” 
 
    “Open the door, asshole!” Kevin hissed. 
 
    Finn settled into the driver’s seat, but he did not put on his seatbelt or start the engine.  Kevin was growing impatient. “Well, do you think we’ll get going anytime soon?” 
 
    Finn turned and looked at Kevin.  He wasn’t annoyed at Kevin’s remark.  In fact, he hadn’t even heard it. “Something has been bothering me all night,” he said. 
 
    Kevin threw his hands up in mock surrender. “Hey, don’t start with me. I didn’t say anything inappropriate to any of those sixteen-year-olds.” 
 
    Finn ignored the comment and continued with his point. “There’s something I need to check across the road.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Over at the top of that grassy hill, where I told you the entrance to that old tunnel was.” 
 
    “Well, I wish you luck,” Kevin announced. “When are you coming back – tomorrow?” 
 
    “No,” Finn shook his head. “I’m gonna check it out now.” 
 
    “You have to be kidding me,” Kevin bellowed. “You’re wearing a suit.” 
 
    “We’re both wearing suits,” Finn responded. 
 
    “You don’t think I’m going into that tunnel, do you?” 
 
    “Leave you jacket here,” Finn directed. “I need your help.” 
 
    Five minutes later, Finn and Kevin, sans jackets and ties, stood at the bottom of a steep grassy hill on the other side of Union Turnpike.  A six-foot chain link fence separated them from the hill. 
 
    Kevin expressed his feelings. “Well, this was a wasted walk. I wish we would have seen the fence before we walked all the way over here.” 
 
    “Not a problem,” Finn stated as he grabbed the fence with both hands and gained a toehold with his right foot.” 
 
    Kevin shook his head vigorously. “I’m not climbing that fence. You’re crazy.” 
 
    “Come on,” Finn grunted as he pushed off the sidewalk with his left foot.” I have a bum knee and this is still easy. Do you want me to tell everyone at the pub that a strapping, athletic fellow like yourself could not even manage to get over a six-foot fence?” 
 
    Finn winced as he landed on the other side of the fence. “See, nothing to it.” 
 
    Kevin muttered some unintelligible comments as he began moving his 6-foot 5-inch uncoordinated frame over the fence.  When he reached the top of the fence he seemed to simply roll over without concern for climbing down the other side.  There was a loud ripping sound followed by a thud.  Kevin lay in the weeds moaning, “My back! I think I broke my back!” 
 
    Finn expressed little sympathy. “Come on, get up and let’s get going.” 
 
    Kevin emitted several different noises as he struggled to his feet. He stretched several times and rotated his torso. “I think I’ll be OK, as if you really care.”  
 
    Finn pointed below Kevin’s waist. “I’m glad you’re OK. Too bad I can’t say the same thing for your pants.” 
 
    Kevin looked down and gasped.  The entire inseam on his right leg was split. “Oh my God,” he declared. “I must have caught it on the top of the fence.  This is my only suit. You’re gonna pay for this Finbar!” 
 
    “Sure, sure,” Finn chuckled. “Let’s just get going.” 
 
    Finn led the way up the hill, guided by the beam of light from his iPhone flashlight.  At the top of the hill Finn faced a solid parkway retaining wall. He turned and scratched his head. “This looks like the view I had of Angelina’s.”  Finn moved his light along the wall.  About thirty feet to the right, there appeared to be something different about the wall. “I think the entrance is over there,” he exclaimed. 
 
    Kevin was huffing and puffing as he reached the top of the hill. “That’s wonderful,” he gasped. “I’m happy for you.” 
 
    Finn nodded as he got closer to the anomaly in the wall.  He was right.  His beam was squarely on the missing blocks that provided the entrance to the tunnel.  “Over here,” he waved to Kevin. 
 
    Kevin was still trying to catch his breath. “Ok,” he puffed. “You found your stupid tunnel. Now what?” 
 
    Finn smiled. “Now we go in.” 
 
    Kevin placed his hands on his knees and shook his head. “How did I let you talk me into this?” 
 
    Despite a shot of knee pain, Finn nimbly stepped through the opening in the blocks.  Kevin, on the other hand, basically fell through the hole and rolled around in the dirt and mud. “Ugh! This is awful in here!” 
 
    “It’s OK,” Finn consoled. ”You don’t have to go any further.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Kevin whined. “I hurt my back, tore up my pants, and rolled in the mud to get in here, and now you’re telling me I don’t have to be here?” 
 
    Finn pointed his light at the walking path. “I only wanted to check out over there.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    Finn focused his beam on the vent in the wall adjacent to the walking path. “That’s what I need to see.” 
 
    “What’s so important about that hole in the wall?” Kevin asked. 
 
    “Maybe nothing,” Finn responded. “I’ll let you know when I’m done.” 
 
    “Done with what?” 
 
    “I’m going into that vent.” 
 
    “OK, Finbar, I’ve humored you up till now, but this is the limit.” Kevin lightly slapped Finn on the cheek. “Snap out of it. Is that creep possessing you with a demon? Why would you do this?” 
 
    “You’ll see in a few minutes,” Finn said as he squared himself in front of the vent. “Just stay here and watch me with your flashlight, in case I run into any problems.” 
 
    “And what am I supposed to do if you have a problem? Go into this hole myself?” 
 
    Finn grit his teeth. “Just stay here and be quiet. “I have to measure a distance.” Finn pressed a few buttons on his iPhone before placing it back in its holder. After a deep breath, he flexed his knee a few times before hopping into the vent.  The size of the vent allowed Finn to crawl on hands and knees with his back just rubbing against the top of the vent.  Finn could feel the dirt and muck attaching to him as he progressed.  He hoped no living creatures had also found a home on his person.  Finn’s bad knee was throbbing.  He had been crawling for five minutes.  Kevin’s voice had become a faint whine.  He shone his beam ahead.  Finally, he could see the end of the road.  About twenty feet further ahead the vent ended.  Finn fought through the pain and continued crawling.  It wasn’t good enough to see the end of the vent, he had to be there.  The reflection on the wall ahead was evidence that Finn was fast- reaching the end of his trip.  Finally, he took a deep breath and reached out to push against a wall directly in front of him.  There was nowhere else to go. Or was there? Finn swung his head and light up.  He gasped.  The vent continued up.  From what he could tell the vent seemed to rise for about ten feet.  Finn had had enough, however. He wasn’t about to attempt a climb up this shaft.  Finn had accomplished what he wanted.  He had obtained the information and now he couldn’t wait to get out and test his theory.  Suddenly, a dose of reality put a damper on his euphoria.  There was not enough room for him to turn in the vent.  He was going to have to make the return trip by crawling backwards.  
 
    When his feet finally emerged from the hole, Kevin grabbed onto Finn to provide support, but quickly recoiled in horror. “You’re disgusting,” he yelled. 
 
    Finn could care less about his hygiene.  He was more concerned with his knee.  It almost gave way several times as he walked back and forth on the foot path, flexing the knee every few steps.  Finally, he began to feel in control and the throbbing was subsiding. 
 
    “I hope this was worth being covered in shit from head to toe.” Kevin commented. 
 
    Finn headed for the opening in the blocks, “I’ll let you know in a few more minutes.” 
 
    When they both managed to get back over the chain link fence, Finn and Kevin collapsed to the sidewalk, sitting with their backs against the fence, breathing heavily.   
 
    “I hope no cops pass by right now,” Finn stated. “We look like a couple of mopes. They’ll pick us up for something.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Kevin countered. I always look good.” 
 
    Finn pulled out his iPhone and tapped the screen. “306-feet,” he said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That’s how long the vent is,” Finn clarified, “306-feet.” 
 
    “So, you crawled a football field – so what?” 
 
    Finn held the fence as he struggled to his feet. “So, let’s just make one more measurement.” Finn began walking along the sidewalk. 
 
    Kevin moaned as he got to his feet. “Where are you going now?” 
 
    Finn did not respond as he kept walking and checking the screen of his phone. About a minute into his walk, Finn stopped abruptly. “This is it – 306-feet.” 
 
    Kevin was just catching up. “So, what did this prove?” 
 
    Finn’s eyes were twinkling. “Look over there.” He nodded to the right. 
 
    Kevin shrugged. “It’s the Storage Wars place – so what?” 
 
    Finn continued, “Didn’t you tell me that the armored car depot where Rory worked was there.” 
 
    “Yeah. So, what?” 
 
    Finn pointed at the facility. “The shaft from that vent comes right up under that building.” 
 
    Kevin frowned and shook his head. “You’re not trying to tell me that….” 
 
    Finn cut him off. “That’s exactly what I’m saying,” he exclaimed. “No one could figure out how Rory got that money out, and Rory swears he didn’t do it, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, but….” 
 
    “Don’t give me any buts,” Finn continued. “If that shaft went into the vault, someone could have taken the money through the shaft and vent and then escaped through the tunnel and into Alley Pond Park. They wouldn’t even have to come out on the street until they were over a mile away.” 
 
    Kevin shook his head again. “You’re watching too many movies, Finbar.” 
 
    “No, think about it,” Finn continued. “It’s really not that difficult.  Once you’re out of the vent, you’re into the tunnel, and once you clear the tunnel you just follow the trail through the clearing and…..” Finn’s voice trailed off. He put his hand over his mouth.  He looked toward the storage facility and then to the tunnel entrance. His voice took on a new sense of urgency. “Son of a bitch!” he muttered. “Quick, what date was the depot robbery?” 
 
    Kevin shrugged. “What do I look like – a calendar?” 
 
    Finn shook his head as he began furiously tapping the screen of his phone. “The robbery was on April 10th.”  His furious tapping continued. “The Demon Murders were on April 9th.” 
 
    “So, your brilliant theory is shot to hell,” Kevin blurted. “The crimes weren’t even on the same day. 
 
    Finn wagged his finger at Kevin. “Listen, the date of the robbery was listed on the day after the murders because that’s when the missing money was discovered.” 
 
    Kevin gazed at Finn with a blank stare. 
 
    “Don’t you see?” Finn implored. “That money could have been taken the night before, and during their escape the perps ran right into the ritual in the clearing.” 
 
    “So, they killed everyone for the fun of it,” Kevin commented. 
 
    “No, moron.  They ran right into witnesses who had to be silenced.” 
 
    “I realize you’re the greatest detective since Sherlock Holmes,” Kevin rolled his eyes. “But don’t you think the NYPD would have figured this all out if it was a possibility? 
 
    “Maybe,” Finn responded, “but maybe not. It wouldn’t be natural to connect that clearing in Alley Pond Park with the location of the depot.  It’s a mile away. And up until Ma and Pa Kettle came on the scene, no one except possibly for some druggies and graffiti artists, knew about the existence of that tunnel.” 
 
    “You’re dreaming, Finbar.” 
 
    Maybe I am. But maybe Chris Mills is not a murderer or a crazy person possessed by demons.”  Finn re-evaluated his statement. “Well, who knows? I’ll call Detective Taggart. But I’m not going to mention this to Rory tomorrow.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14: The Agony of Defeat 
 
    May 25th 
 
    Two months earlier, Finn would never have thought it possible that visiting Sing Sing Prison would become a routine activity – but it had.  He knew exactly where to park, and he greeted the friendly correction officer at the outer gate by name.  The search process had also become second nature.  There was one unique aspect about this day’s visit that Finn wasn’t happy about.  During previous visits Finn had the distinct displeasure of meeting Rory’s friend Nick, the only regular visitor to Rory besides Finn and Kevin.  For some unknown reason, Nick didn’t like Finn and Kevin and whenever they would pass when coming or going from a visit, Nick would always make some snide remark.  Nick’s anti-public relations campaign had succeeded in motivating Finn to dislike him as much as Nick appeared to dislike Finn and Kevin. 
 
    On face value this day’s visit was part of the normal routine.  Finn and Kevin had completed the registration and search and were seated in the waiting room.  In a few moments the buzzer would sound and they would walk through the heavy steel door and into the visiting room.  This visit, however, was far from routine. Sitting in the waiting room opposite Finn was the surly looking Nick.  They all arrived at the same time and were going to be let in to visit Rory at the same time.  Neither Finn or Kevin had said a word to Nick, and Nick communicated only via a non-verbal sneer. 
 
    Everyone at the table sat knee deep in silence. Inmates and relatives at surrounding tables conversed and laughed, trying to forget their bleak reality, but the rhythmic tapping of Finn’s fingers was the only indication of life from Rory and his visitors. 
 
    Rory scanned his friends at the table and smiled. “What’s the matter? Did someone die?” 
 
    The thee visitors chuckled as they moved uncomfortably in their chairs. “What’s up, bro?” Nick murmured. 
 
    Kevin was more animated with a high five. “What’s happening?” 
 
    Finn extended his hand for a traditional handshake. “Good seeing you again, Rory.” 
 
    The conversation that slowly began to build was dominated by Nick, and focused on his alpha male presence at a Queens biker bar. “You know how I roll, bro. I ain’t gonna take that shit from no one.  So, I told Donny that he better tell his boy that people don’t screw with me or they get their face stomped. That’s just reality, bro.” 
 
    Finn took a deep breath and rolled his eyes.  Maybe he was being paranoid, but he couldn’t help but think Nick’s entire macho speech was a warning to him.  
 
    Nick had momentarily run out of manly tales, so Kevin took the opportunity to jump in. “Hey, Rory, Finn has some good news, don’t you, Finn?” 
 
    Finn snapped to attention. “What?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kevin continued. “Tell Rory what you found.” 
 
    As usual, Finn was aghast at his friend’s judgement, or lack of it.  He had not planned on telling Rory anything about his discovery because he hadn’t even talked to Detective Taggart yet, and he had no idea if his discovery would change anything.  He did not want to get Rory’s hopes up only to ultimately have him suffer a big letdown.  He also had no desire to share anything, even a weather forecast, with that asshole, Nick.  But, as usual, Kevin had pushed him off the cliff and now he was going to have to land as softly as possible. 
 
    “It’s not really a big deal,” Finn began. 
 
    “What?” Rory smiled 
 
    “Well, it’s just that I stumbled onto this really old horse path in Alley Pond Park.” 
 
    “Horse path? Sounds like horse shit!” Nick laughed at his own joke. 
 
    Finn tried to ignore the comment and continued. “This horse path becomes an old underground tunnel that runs under the parkways and ends near Union Turnpike.” 
 
    Rory’s eyes expressed confusion. 
 
    “Near the end of the tunnel,” Finn explained, “there is a vent in the wall, and this vent extends a little over three hundred feet.” 
 
    Rory shrugged, “So?” 
 
    Finn returned the shrug. “It’s just that the vent comes up under the location where the armored car depot used to be.” 
 
    “What exactly are you saying?” Rory asked. 
 
    Finn shook his head. “It’s probably nothing. It’s just that this could have been a way that the money could have disappeared out of the depot without anyone knowing.” 
 
    Rory sat up straight and his eyes widened.” “Oh my God, Finn, do you think…” 
 
    Finn raised both hands and shook his head. “Don’t go overboard with this, Rory. Like I said, it’s probably nothing.” 
 
    When the trio of visitors said their goodbyes, Finn had no intention of addressing Nick with a farewell.  Finn passed through the heavy steel door and intended to proceed through the waiting room without stopping.  As he reached the waiting room door, his exit was delayed by a voice from behind. 
 
    “Hey, you!” 
 
    Finn wheeled about to find Nick’s thick index finger several inched from his face. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you, man?” Nick wagged his finger menacingly. “Don’t you think this dude has enough problems without you playing detective and getting his hopes up.” 
 
    In reality, Finn wanted no part of a problem with Nick.  If he had cultivated his tattooed biker look to intimidate, then his efforts were a resounding success – at least on Finn.  Despite his reservations, however, even Finn had a breaking point. 
 
    “What’s your problem, man?” Finn stood his ground and attempted his best icy glare. 
 
    “Wassup, bro?” Nick countered. “Come get some, dude. I’ll smash your face.” 
 
    Before any further exchange, verbal or physical, Kevin stepped between the two antagonists. “OK, boys, I think that’s enough or we’ll all end up in an empty cell.” Kevin pulled Finn by the arm to the opposite side of the waiting room and pushed him down in a chair. 
 
    Nick continued through the waiting room door, but hesitated before exiting the room. “I’ll be looking for you.” He pointed a menacing finger again at Finn and then he was gone. 
 
    Finn slapped his hands on his thighs. “What the hell was that all about?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kevin shrugged. “Some people just hate for no reason. Maybe you just have a face that guy doesn’t like.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s brilliant,” Finn exclaimed. 
 
    “Well,” Kevin continued, “maybe you shouldn’t have brought up the tunnel to Rory.” 
 
    The initial volume of Finn’s response drew the attention of the nearby correction officer. “I shouldn’t have brought it up?” It was you – you idiot. You brought it up.” 
 
    Kevin waved a dismissive hand. “It was a confusing scene, but it’s not really important who brought it up.” 
 
    “Let’s get out of here.” Finn didn’t look to see if Kevin was following him through the door. 
 
    “Hey,” Kevin called, “Do you think that guy Nick could be one of those demons Lasalle sent against us?” 
 
    The drive back to the city was quick and uneventful. It was after 11AM when Finn dragged himself into his office.  The party, Meg, Nick, and Sing Sing had become afterthoughts, secondary to his discovery regarding the vent and shaft. 
 
    “Good morning, Gladys.” 
 
    “I guess it’s still morning, barely,” Gladys replied. 
 
    Finn ignored the snide remark.  Before planting himself at his desk he tossed his soiled suit on the window sill.  As soon as he completed his important phone call he was going to walk down the block to the dry cleaners to see if his suit could be salvaged. 
 
    Gladys took note of the stained, rumpled, grimy suit and shook her head. “I guess you had a good time at that party last night,” she commented. 
 
    “It was pretty good,” Finn replied. 
 
    “Pretty good, huh!” Gladys scoffed. “From the look of that suit I’d guess that you and the drunken bartender managed to make fools of yourselves.” 
 
    Finn wasn’t up to sparring with Gladys. “Now look Gladys…..” 
 
    Gladys cut Finn off. “I just want to know one thing. Are there going to be devil worshippers outside again today?” 
 
    Finn shook his head and pulled out his phone.  He kept reminding himself that if he had nothing nice to say to his 83-year old secretary, he should say nothing at all. 
 
     “Detective Taggart, please.”   
 
    “Detective Taggart, can I help you?” 
 
    “Hi, Paul, it’s Finn Delaney.” 
 
    “Finn – what’s up brother?” 
 
    Finn was bubbling with excitement.  He wanted to unload all his revelations instantaneously, but he knew he was only going to start babbling incoherently if he didn’t pace himself.  He took a deep breath. “Paul, I found something.” 
 
    “Found what? In the case folder?” 
 
    “No,” Finn clarified. “At the scene.” 
 
    “What’s at the scene?” 
 
    “I found a tunnel.” 
 
    “What tunnel? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Just listen for a minute, Paul.” Finn took another deep breath.  He methodically detailed his discovery of the underground bridle path, as well as the vent and shaft.  Finn was exciting himself by simply relaying the story to Paul. “And you’re not going to believe this, Paul, but that vent and shaft looks like it originates under the building where the armored car depot was located.  I’m just sorry I told Rory Burns about it.  My friend Kevin and I visited Rory in prison this morning, and I could see he got very excited.  I’m also sorry I said anything in front of Rory’s asshole friend Nick, who used to work with Rory.” Finn caught himself. “I’m sorry, Paul – I’m rambling. What do you think?” 
 
    There was silence on the line. “Paul? Are you there?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m here, Finn – keep going.” 
 
    Finn pulled his phone from his ear, stared at it for an instant of disbelief, and then returned it to his ear. “Keep going? That’s it. That’s the whole story.” 
 
    “And what do you think this proves?” Paula asked. 
 
    “Are you kidding, Paul? The armored car depot heist and the Demon Murders could be connected.  Don’t you see? Someone could have got in and out of that vault via the vent and tunnel and gotten a mile away from the depot via the tunnel.  When they came out of the tunnel they would have passed right through the murder scene as they passed through the park.” 
 
    Paul seemed less than enthusiastic. “I don’t know, Finn.” 
 
    “You don’t know?” Finn snapped. “Some of the details of the murder case make more sense when you factor in the depot robbery.” 
 
    “Like what?” Paul asked. 
 
    “Like Charlie Mills blurting out the name MORMO.” 
 
    “Who’s Mormo?” 
 
    Finn was becoming exasperated. “Mormo is the name of a demon.  Charlie said it was a demon named Mormo who committed the murders. Come on, Paul. How could a slow kid like Charlie come up with the name of a real demon. If he was some master criminal, why did he just lay there in the blood and wait for the police?” 
 
    “Maybe because he’s insane,” Paul shot back.” 
 
    “Look, Paul…….” 
 
    Paul cut in. “You look, Finn.  I don’t want to be rude, but I don’t have time for this. I’m dealing with a home invasion pattern and the Chief of Department is yanking the entire squad down to Compstat next week.  If we don’t have some answers by then, we’ll be crucified.”  
 
    Finn was completely deflated. “OK, Paul. Sorry to bother you.” 
 
    “It’s not a bother kid.” Paul was feeling bad for snapping at Finn. “Just leave the criminal detective work to the NYPD.” 
 
    “OK, Paul, take care.” 
 
    The somber sound of Finn’s voice made Paul feel a bit guilty for crushing hi spirit.  He shrugged, took a deep breath and continued studying the folder containing the home invasion pattern details.  A few seconds later he closed the folder and called out to the opposite side of the detective squad office. “Hey Louie. Where’s the case folder on that armored car depot burglary from a couple of years ago?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    May 26th 
 
    “Good morning, Gladys.” Finn smiled and tried to remember his campaign of kindness toward his late-arriving ancient secretary. 
 
    “Ugh!” Gladys grunted and waved a dismissive hand as she hobbled to her desk. 
 
    Finn placed his hand on his chin and studied this person at the other desk. She was as grey as the cheap linoleum in the office.  Was there ever a real person inside that shell? Finn wondered how much time he would have to rewind to find it. Ten years? Twenty years? Fifty years?  It was hard for Finn to imagine Gladys as a kid, someone with all the hope in the world, eager for the future yet to unfold. All this time on earth must have robbed her of all that and brought her to some half-alive state where crossword puzzles seemed to be the driving force.  Maybe Gladys was never young and hopeful.  Maybe she was born old and grumpy. 
 
    “Anything new, Gladys? Any clients I have to call?” 
 
    “Don’t rush me – don’t rush me,” she scolded. “Can’t you see I just sat down.”  
 
    “Sorry.” Finn shook his head.  He took his phone in his hand and accessed text messages from Kevin.  He scrolled to the most recent messages. There it was. He scribbled the number on a notepad.  After his deflating conversation with Paul Taggart, Finn found solace in his father’s advice to leave no stone unturned.  He knew it was a long shot, but Finn needed information from Kevin before attempting to pick up one more stone. 
 
    “Mr. Dominguez, please.” 
 
    “This is Tom Dominguez. How can I help you?” 
 
    “My name id Finn Delaney, sir. I’m a private investigator and also a friend of Rory Burns.” 
 
    “Oh, really.” Dominguez responded.  
 
    To Finn, the declaration did not sound like a person happy to receive the information. “I know you were Rory’s lawyer, and I just wanted to let you know about some information I discovered during one of my cases.” 
 
    Finn explained in great detail everything from his involvement in the Demon Murder case, to meeting the Hillmans and discovering the tunnel, to finding the vent that led to the location of the armored car depot.  As he spoke, the intermittent “Uh huhs” he was receiving as feedback, gave Finn the distinct feeling that Tom Dominguez was busy doing something else while he was speaking.  When Finn completed the story, there was silence on the line. “Mr. Dominguez?”  
 
    “Oh yeah. That sounds good. Do you have pictures of that bridge?” 
 
    Finn was deflating fast. “It was a tunnel.” 
 
    “Oh, right. A tunnel. Do you have pictures of the tunnel?” 
 
    “Not many,” Finn responded. “Not for the purposes of an investigation.” 
 
    “Well get some good pictures and send them to me.” 
 
    “Ok, I’ll……” Finn stooped in mid-sentence.  Tom Dominguez was already gone. 
 
    Finn rose from his desk and stared out the window.  A fender bender in the southbound lanes was fouling up traffic worse than the satanic demonstration had.  Finn sighed.  He had to face the fact that he had reached the end of the road.  No one seemed to care about his big find, and maybe they were right.  Why waste his time returning to Alley Pond Park to take pictures for an obviously disinterested lawyer?  Maybe he should call Nancy Mills and tell her he was done. 
 
    “If you’re just daydreaming, why don’t you run downstairs and get me a bagel with just a little cream cheese.” 
 
    Finn turned toward Gladys. “Is that all?” 
 
    “Orange juice,” she added, making no movement toward her purse. 
 
    Finn waited for the Bagel Boy clerk to acknowledge him.  Calling Nancy Mills was only going to further depress him. He placed the order for Gladys and resolved that his call to Nancy could wait for another day. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15: No Stone Unturned 
 
    May 30th 
 
    When Finn opened his investigations business, one of the pieces of equipment his father purchased for him was a beginner-friendly DSLR camera for his investigative photography needs.  Finn had recently purchased an iPhone 8 Plus and was instantly impressed with the high-quality photos captured by its camera.  So, as Finn motored toward Alley Pond Park, he had no bulky camera and case to carry to the tunnel.  His entire investigative photography system was secured in the phone case on his belt.   
 
    Finn had no real hope that his trip to photograph the tunnel and vent would result in anything positive.  To the contrary, he had accepted that his investigation was done.  This exercise in futility was simply a way to put off that call he still had to make to Nancy Mills. 
 
    Finn faced two choices.  He could park near the Italian restaurant on Union Turnpike where he would be extremely close to one of the tunnel entrances, or he could hike through Alley Pond Park via the same route he took when he met the Hillmans.  Finn chose the hike.  The leisurely walk along the rural trail would be good exercise for his knee.  The main reason for his choice however, was that he wanted no part of vaulting that chain link fence again on Union Turnpike. 
 
    Finn turned off Woodhaven Boulevard onto the entrance ramp for the eastbound Long Island Expressway.  He glanced in his rear-view mirror and observed a dark blue Caprice behind him.  Finn was concerned. Hadn’t he seen this same car several times over the past few days?  And now that he thought about it, there were two or three other cars he had seen multiple times.  Finn settled into the right lane and shook his head.  What was wrong with him? He was becoming paranoid.  All this stuff with Lasalle was getting to him. He was beginning to see demons behind every tree, or in this case, in every car. 
 
    The trail in the park was a million hues of brown, more than Finn’s eyes could detect, yet they were there. The differences were magnified by the moisture, variation on variation. Mingled in were some stones, adding their greys to the mosaic beneath his feet. The trees were khaki over the bark, kissed with moss. Finn let his eyes rest on the trees, their bark scarred by woodland animals seeking insects. He was a typical New York City boy, and had rarely, if ever, taken the time to appreciate the nature within his metropolis. Each of the trees was soft brown, their injuries mahogany and deep even where the light reached them. Periodically there was a raised ring under the bark going right around the girth, regular and chaotic all at once. 
 
    The trees were veiled in the lightest of mists, their trunks somber brown with sable cracks that gnarled the bark. The sound of Finn’s steps was joined by a chorus of birds, insects and the rustling of squirrels and other wildlife scurrying through the brush.  Finn put the appreciation of his nature walk on hold.  Up ahead he saw a familiar sight.  He was about to enter the clearing where the murders were committed.  Once through the clearing it would be only a few more minutes until he reached the tunnel. 
 
    Finn’s satisfaction in communing with nature was replaced by an uneasy feeling.  He entered the clearing and looked around.  Was it the knowledge of the terrible crime that had taken place here, or was it his ever increasing paranoia. The stillness of the air seemed to suck even the sound of his steps into nothingness. Even the trees seemed not to rustle as if they were tense with nerves for what was to come. The birds and wildlife had suddenly fallen silent. Finn could describe the scene as creepy, but eerie was probably closer to it. Whatever word he decided on, Finn didn’t like it. 
 
    The woods were beginning to speak again, but it wasn’t the chatter of the birds and squirrels Finn had enjoyed during his walk to the clearing.  This sound was different – a much heavier sound.  He squinted in the direction of the noise. Finn could see movement behind a thick landscape of trees and bushes.  The dark form set against the green of the woodlands was moving progressively closer.  Finn’s wits were abandoning him. Should he run out of the clearing in the opposite direction? Should he call out to the moving form? He did neither. Instead, he stood frozen in the clearing and thought about how stupid he was to place himself in this vulnerable position alone in the woods.  Another ironic thought entered his head.  Why did he never carry his licensed firearm? Finn grit his teeth and shook his head, noting what a fine time it was for him to recognize that error. 
 
    Finn’s heart was racing progressively faster as the form moving through the trees began to take shape.  Finn’s eyes widened. This couldn’t be happening, but as the shape crept closer to the edge of the trees, there was no mistaking its form.  The hideous snarling face of something that looked like a cross between a wolf, a lion, and a man was about to enter the clearing.  Finn shook his head in a gesture of unacceptance. This was impossible. He didn’t care what had happened with his dreams and Kevin’s paranoia at the bar – this was New York City in the twenty-first century – demons just don’t fly around the neighborhood.  And yet, here was this menacing, dark hooded, robed creature emerging from the trees. 
 
    Finn was paralyzed. Was this his own fear or the product of this specter? He wasn’t sure.  The long, flowing robe gave the appearance that the dark spirit was floating in front of him.  In his petrified state, Finn’s eyes found focus on something - something very odd. This demon was holding an object against his hip in his right hand. Finn squinted at the object.  Was that a gun?  It was a gun. The demon was pointing a gun at Finn that looked just like the Glock 19 semi-automatic pistol he carried during his short police career.  In this whole bizarre sequence of events, Finn had yet another question to ponder. Why would a demon need a gun? 
 
    In the midst of his terror, Finn thought of Occum’s Razor.  Had Lasalle conjured a demon with a gun to terrorize him, or was there a simpler explanation.  Clarity was swift and certain. This was no dark, supernatural possession taking place. This was Aamon Lasalle himself pointing the pistol at him.  Obviously, Chris’s front door exorcism had not had the desired result.   
 
    For an instant, Finn saw it out of the corner of his left eye.  He identified it as a thick tree limb a split-second before it slammed into the left side of his head and face.   
 
    Finn had no idea how long he had been unconscious. Was it hours or only seconds? He rolled in the dirt and tried to get up, but his hands would not move from behind his back. They were tied.  At least he knew he was unconscious long enough to have his hands securely tied behind his back. 
 
    Finn turned his head and observed another hooded, masked figure with Lasalle.   
 
    “Get him up!” Lasalle growled in a gravelly voice. 
 
    The second demon roughly yanked Finn to his feet and addressed the gun-holding ghoul. “Just shoot him, Mormo, and let’s be done with this.” 
 
    “Mormo!” Finn thought. The same demon name Chris had heard during the murders. So, it was Lasalle all along.  A lot of good this information would do him now. 
 
    The masked Lasalle approached to within a foot of Finn. “No! -  sacrifice is the greatest gift to Satan – even self-sacrifice. This has to look like a suicide.”  He then turned his mask directly to Finn. “I would much prefer to slice your head off and leave it sitting on a stump, but you wouldn’t be able to do that yourself, would you? No, I’ll have to be satisfied with something less artistic, yet still poignant. Think about it. The incompetent private eye is so tormented, he goes to the scene of the Demon Murders and ends his pathetic life by hanging himself.” The gravelly growl transitioned to a laugh. “Or maybe the demons did it.”  
 
    “Over there,” Lasalle directed his partner. “That stump.” 
 
    The second demon pulled Finn to a large stump at the edge of the clearing.  He released his grip on Finn and began tying a noose in a length of rope.  Lasalle kept his pistol trained on Finn. “Make a move in any direction, and I will make this a suicide by gunshot – your choice.” 
 
    Finn couldn’t watch the second demon at work, but he realized his task was complete when the rope fell over his neck and the noose was pulled tight.  Reality and panic fully set in. He was only moments away from swinging from a tree.   
 
    “Get up on that stump,” Lasalle ordered. 
 
    Finn remained stationery. 
 
    “I said get up there,” Lasalle repeated while training the pistol directly at Finn’s face. 
 
    Finn wouldn’t and couldn’t move. “Just shoot him already,” the apprentice demon commented. 
 
    “No,” Lasalle barked. “Lift him onto the stump. He only has to be up there a second to tighten the rope and push him off.” 
 
    The demon assistant grabbed Finn around the waist from behind and began lifting.  Instinctively, Finn wiggled and kicked with every ounce of strength he possessed.  He realized if he made it onto that stump it was over. 
 
    “Get up there, you bastard,” the demon yelled as he struggled to move Finn. 
 
    “Come on,” Lasalle said. “I want to get this over with and get out of here.” Lasalle put his pistol on the ground and picked up the other end of the rope. He tossed it over the thick tree limb above the stump and took hold of it again. He pulled the rope tight. ”Now just get him up there for an instant.” 
 
    Finn was losing his fight for life.  The pressure from the tightening rope was choking him, and he was losing the strength to resist the efforts to get him on the stump.  He continued to fight as best he could, but he sensed the end was fast approaching.   
 
    “Just yank him off the ground with the rope,” the weary demon pled. 
 
    Lasalle pulled the rope as hard as he could.  Finn was beginning to lose consciousness. A feeling of complete calm came over him. He looked up to the blue sky. Clouds appeared to be spinning and he could hear voices.  Were these angelic voices? Was he passing over to the other side? 
 
    In an instant, everything changed.  Finn was no longer gazing at blue skies and spinning clouds.  His face was pressed into dirt and he was gasping to get breath.   
 
    “It’s alright. Just breath. It’s alright.”  
 
    The voice was both reassuring and familiar.  As Finn began to regain control of his respiration, he also noticed that his hands were free.  He rolled over and looked up into the smiling face of Paul Taggart. 
 
    “You OK?” Paul asked.” 
 
    Though his head was bruised from the whack with the tree limb, and his throat aching from almost being hanged, Finn nodded. “Yeah, I’m OK,” he whispered. 
 
    Paul helped Finn up and walked him to the stump. “Take a seat,” he said. “Take a few minutes to get a grip on your senses.” 
 
    Finn buried his head in his hands. The reality of what had almost happened was setting in and he couldn’t stop his body from shaking.  He took several deep breaths until he had the shaking reasonably under control.  Finn turned toward Paul and shook his head. “I never realized how dangerous Lasalle really was.” 
 
    Paul recoiled and smiled. “Lasalle?”  He turned and called out to the opposite end of the clearing. “Wait a minute. Bring them over here.” 
 
    Two uniformed NYPD officers marched the handcuffed demons over to Paul. “Evidently, this is going to be a shock to you.” Paul ripped the mask off the first demon.  Finn had to gasp for breath again.  He was face to face with Rory’s friend Nick.  
 
    “Oh my God,” Finn blurted. 
 
    “Get them out of here.” Paul directed the officers. 
 
    Finn eyes were fixed on the trail leading out of the clearing long after the cops had escorted their prisoners away.  Paul put his hand on Finn’s shoulder. “I guess you want to know the story.”  
 
    Finn’s expression required no response, so Paul began. “When you called to me and told me about the tunnel and the whole story with Lasalle and the demons, I went back over the entire case folder, as well as the armored car depot heist file.  I realized you were on to something and after I called Sgt. Moritz, I had two theories.  It was either Lasalle or this guy Nick. “ 
 
    “What made you suspect Nick?” Finn asked. 
 
    “It was you,” Paul replied. “It was when you told me that the Mills kid said the demon’s name was Mormo. That wasn’t in the file.  Either the kid didn’t say it in his interview or Rusty McGowan was too lazy to include it – it wasn’t there.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” Finn declared. 
 
    “Then listen,” Paul instructed. “I examined the file on the armored car depot heist, and went to the list of former employees who were looked at.” 
 
    “And?” Finn asked 
 
    Paul smiled, “And there he was.” 
 
    “Who was?” 
 
    “Nick!” 
 
    Finn shook his head. “I’m still not getting the connection with Nick.” 
 
    Paul slapped Finn’s back. “Come on! You don’t see the connection between Mormo and Nick Mormorillo.”  
 
    Finn put his right hand to his forehead. “Oh my God! Was it that simple?” 
 
    “Not quite,” Paul replied. “We still weren’t sure about that Lasalle creep, so Chris and I decided the best thing to do was to begin watching you.” 
 
    “Watch me? Why?” Finn asked. 
 
    “Because we knew one of these guys was gonna come after you, but we didn’t know which one.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.” Finn raised his hand. “How did you know that Nick might be coming for me?” 
 
    Paul shrugged. “It was you again. When you told me about the tunnel, you mentioned in passing that you felt bad about telling your friend Rory about it because you didn’t want to get his hopes up.” 
 
    “So.” Again, Finn didn’t see the relevance. 
 
    “You also happened to mention an asshole friend of Rory’s named Nick who was also at the prison. I looked up the visitor records and found out it was Nick Mormorillo who was there with you.  So, when you told him about your discovery of the tunnel, I knew you became a target for him.” 
 
    “You couldn’t tell me about all this?” Finn voiced in frustration. 
 
    “Nah. It worked better this way. We still thought that the Lasalle guy may have had it in for you, so we had to watch you to see if anyone started following you.” 
 
    “And Nick started following me, right?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Paul nodded. “He was on you for five days and we were on him.” 
 
    Finn shook his head. “I thought I was going crazy. I believed I was seeing these same cars over and over again.” 
 
    “And you were right,” Paul laughed. “I guess we weren’t as covert as we thought.” 
 
    “Who was the other guy?” Finn inquired. 
 
    “That was Jason Thomas, a druggie friend of Mormorillo’s.” 
 
    “Was he the second guy in the robbery and murders?” Finn asked 
 
    “Good chance of that,” Paul nodded. “That’s what’s great about having two bad guys to deal with. I’ll get back to the precinct and within an hour I’ll have them both turning on each other. Don’t worry, I’ll get the full story for you.” 
 
    Finn stared up at Paul but remained silent. 
 
    “I can read your mind,” Paul stated. “As soon as I get a confession for the robbery and murders I will start the ball rolling to get your friend and the Mills kid released.” 
 
    “Finn smiled. “Thanks, Paul, but I have one more question.” 
 
    “Shoot.” 
 
    “What if you had been a few seconds delayed in getting to me?” 
 
    Paul shrugged. “I don’t know. The thought never occurred to me.” He patted the top of Finn’s head. “Let’s get out of here. We’re in New York City. I don’t like the woods.” 
 
    Paul addressed two uniformed cops who had just entered the clearing. “Tape off the entire clearing guys and wait for the Crime Scene Unit to get here. Don’t worry too much about contaminating evidence – we already got the best evidence – live perps.” Paul turned to Finn. “Ready? Let’s go.” 
 
    Finn followed Paul to the trail at the edge of the clearing.  Paul stepped onto the trail, but before Finn could depart the clearing, one of the cops called out to him. “Hey, Delaney!” 
 
    Finn spun around to face the all too familiar grin of Rocco Gentile.  
 
    “Didn’t I tell you that it was dangerous to be cruising these parks?” Rocco grinned 
 
    Finn turned away and followed Paul down the trail. He was too fatigued, both physically and emotionally to care about Rocco Gentile – at least for today. 
 
    The relative tranquility of the woods was a sharp contrast to the scene on 230th Street.  NYPD vehicles were all over the street, with yellow crime scene tape closing off access to the park and keeping curious onlookers on one side of the street.  The contingent of cops on the street roused to attention with the arrival of an unmarked vehicle. Deputy Chief Patrick Delaney marched directly to Finn. “Are you alright, Finneous?” 
 
    Finn nodded, but Paul Taggart provided the vocals. “He’s fine,” Paul assured. “The kid did good.” 
 
    Patrick shook his head. “I don’t know, Finneous. We may have to rethink this private eye business.” 
 
    “Come on, Chief,” Paul responded. “The kid’s a natural.” 
 
    “Really?” Patrick questioned. He began returning to his unmarked vehicle. “I’ll meet you all back at the precinct.” 
 
    Finn slumped in the passenger seat.  He fastened his seat belt and closed his eyes as Paul pulled away from the curb. Finn reflected on Paul’s words to his dad. “I’m a natural,” he thought. “I guess I would have looked very natural swinging from that tree.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    May 31st  
 
    Kevin extended his right hand and stared above his raised thumb with one eye open. “Let’s see,” he said. “I think it should go right over there, on the wall opposite the other one.” 
 
    “What?” Finn raised his head out of the newspaper. 
 
    “This!” Kevin snatched the newspaper from in front of Finn and read the headline out loud. “New Arrests in Demon Murder Case. Queens PI Breaks Demon Case and Armored Car Depot Heist.” Kevin nodded and pointed to the framed newspaper on the wall near the entrance. “That’s a catchier headline than the other one.” 
 
    Finn snatched the newspaper back. “Well, at least you’re in a good mood.” 
 
    Kevin grabbed a shot glass and the bottle of Sambuca. “Why shouldn’t I be?” He raised the glass in a silent toast and downed the shot. “That creep Nick is in jail. Rory is bound to get out soon, and your boy’s beat down session with that ghoul Lasalle apparently worked. No more dreams or demons.” Kevin poured a second shot and emptied it down his throat. “All is right with the world.” 
 
    Kevin’s jubilation was interrupted by a burst of street light from the opening pub door. Someone was about to join them in the empty bar. Finn spun around on the stool. “Hey Paul!” Finn spun back toward Kevin. “It’s Detective Taggart. I was telling you about him.” 
 
    Kevin grabbed the Sambuca. “Here’s a man who really deserves a shot.” 
 
    Paul waved off the Sambuca. “Too much for me this early, but I will have a Bud.” 
 
    “Your wish is my command.” Kevin plopped down the cold bottle of beer on the bar. 
 
    Finn extended his hand. “What brings you over here, Paul?” 
 
    Paul took a sip of his beer. “The Chief told me I would likely find you here. I promised I would brief you on the developments and I wanted to do it in person.” 
 
    Finn turned completely on the stool to face Paul. “I can’t wait.” 
 
    “Like I figured, Mormorillo and Thomas couldn’t turn on each other fast enough. I got confessions from both of them on the armored car depot heist and they are fingering each other as the knife man in the Demon Murders, which is just about as good as a confession.” 
 
    “So, what actually happened?” Finn asked. 
 
    Paul took another sip from his bottle. “It all started back when Mormorillo was working at the depot.  One night while he was working there was a malfunction of the fire sprinkler system and water flooded some areas of the facility, including the cash vault.  Once the system was repaired, Nick was assigned to mop up the water on the floor of the vault.  There was a rack for the DVRs recording the CCTV cameras in the corner of the vault.  There was water under the rack, so Nick had to move it to mop the area. The rack was bolted to the floor, so he had to first remove the bolts.  When Nick moved the rack, he discovered a vent on the floor under the rack.” 
 
    “What was the vent really for?” Finn inquired. 
 
    Paul shrugged. “I’m not really sure. Nobody I’ve asked actually knows.  The best theory is that it was supposed to vent the heat generated from the DVRs.”  Paul continued. “Anyway, Nick finds this vent and he removed the grating and goes into it.  He finds out like you did, that it led to the tunnel.  At that moment, his plan was hatched. He put the DVR rack back over the vent, but he did not tighten the bolts.  A few weeks later he quit his job.” 
 
    Finn nodded. “And then he went back through the tunnel.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Paul agreed. “He recruited his druggie friend Jason Thomas and waited until a night when he knew only one guard would be in the depot.  It turned out to be your friend Rory, but Mormorillo could care less that the heist would be pinned on Rory.” Paul finished his beer. “So, on the night of the murders, Mormorillo and Thomas enter the park at 230 Street and pass through the clearing in the woods before Charlie Mills and the victims got there.  When they got through the tunnel and near the vent they changed into the hoods, robes and masks.” 
 
    Kevin put another Bud in front of Paul. “I don’t understand something. Why the disguises?” 
 
    “The masks were like an insurance policy,” Paul explained. “When Nick opened the vent grating in the floor of the vault, the first thing he had to do was move the DVR rack out of the way.  The second, and most important thing he had to accomplish was to pull the wires on the DVR, so the CCTV cameras would stop recording.  Just in case something went wrong and there were cameras recording, all they would see were a couple of demons.  It was the same principle for their escape.  When they got out to 230th Street, if there were any joggers or dog walkers in the area, there would be no witness identifications. 
 
    “But they didn’t plan on running into the ritual in the clearing,” Finn added. 
 
    “No, they didn’t,” Paul agreed. “And apparently, they panicked. Both of them said they wanted to run right through the clearing and keep going but that the other one said they could not risk the witnesses.” 
 
    Finn shook his head. “So, it was all just coincidence that they were wearing demon costumes and ran smack into some jerks performing a demon ritual.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Paul chuckled. “Add to all this the Mills kid throwing out ‘Mormo’ – a real demon name, and we have the Demon Murders. Frankly,” Paul admitted, “Rusty McGowan and the rest of us in the Detective Bureau should be ashamed of ourselves for not being able to make the connection between the murders and the heist.” 
 
    “What happened to the money?” Finn asked. 
 
    “Mororillo put it in a storage locker in one those storage places you see on the TV show.” Paul thought for a moment. “What’s the name of that show?” 
 
    “Storage Wars!” Kevin blurted. 
 
    “That’s it,” Paul agreed. 
 
    “Not the storage place that is where the depot used to be? Finn exclaimed. 
 
    “No, no,” Paul stated. “This storage facility is on the other side of Queens. Those places never go into the lockers, so the only thing inside the ten foot by ten foot locker was the bag with the money.” 
 
    “How much did you recover?” 
 
    “A little over a half million.” 
 
    Finn’s eyes widened. “Wasn’t over $1.2 million stolen?” 
 
    “That’s right” 
 
    “What happened to the rest?” 
 
    Paul worked on his second beer. “Remember, they had that money for over two years.  With drug expenses and trips to Atlantic City two and three times a week, the money went very quickly.” 
 
    “So, what happens now?” Finn asked. 
 
    Paul took a deep breath. “Mormorillo and Thomas are going away for good, regardless of who you believe did the cutting. It really doesn’t matter at this point.” Paul smiled. “But I’m pretty sure that’s not what you’re asking about.” 
 
    Finn shrugged. “I don’t know. What do you think I’m interested in?” 
 
    Paul sipped his beer. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe something about the status of two incarcerated people.” 
 
    “Well?” Finn could hardly stand the anticipation. 
 
    Paul put his hand on Finn’s shoulder. “About an hour ago, two judges signed court orders directing the immediate release of Chris Mills and Rory Burns. I already notified Rory’s attorney, but I thought you might want to make the call to Nancy Mills yourself.” 
 
    Finn instantly had his phone to his ear. “Hello, Nancy, it’s Finn Delaney.” 
 
    “Hi, Finn, how are you?” 
 
    “Good, Nancy. I have some news.” Finn was about to provide Nancy with the news she had waited over two years to hear, and his emotions were betraying him.  He tried to talk, but he couldn’t. He lowered his head and tried in vain to hide his breakdown. 
 
    Paul took the phone from Finn. “It’s OK.” Paul consoled. “Let it out.” Paul slapped Finn on his back and put the phone to his ear as he walked to the opposite end of the bar. “Ms. Mills. This is Detective Paul Taggart. I have some good news for you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kevin gave Finn a playful punch on his arm. “It’s OK. You did good, Finbar. And I won’t even tell anyone that you were blubbering like an old woman – at least not for a while.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue: Demons are Real 
 
    May 31st 
 
    Finn was agitated - at Kevin, but also at himself.  He hated being late, but now he was walking up to the restaurant entrance twenty minutes late due to the tardiness of his friend.  Finn had sat in his Camry steaming outside Kevin's apartment as the clock ticked and Kevin took his sweet time getting dressed.  Meg’s commentary that this behavior was nothing unusual for their friend did nothing to dissuade his anger. In fact, that was the main reason he was mad at himself. Meg was right. Kevin being late was nothing unusual, but Finn continued to be an enabler for his friend’s recalcitrant behavior because he waited, when he should have simply pulled away from the curb and traveled to the party with only Meg. 
 
    Finn looked up at the restaurant sign.  The circumstances of the past few weeks made Angelina's seem like something of an old friend.   Finn took a firm hold of Meg’s hand, if only to take a shot at his tardy friend. 
 
    “By the way, why no date?” Finn asked. “Still taking a break?” he mocked. 
 
    “Who said I have no date?” Kevin shot back. “Maybe I’m meeting someone here.” 
 
    “How exciting,” Meg interjected. “A mystery date.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Finn scoffed. “I’ll believe it when I see it.” 
 
    On this evening, Finn was feeling especially self-conscious of his walk.  He believed his self-perceived odd gait was particularly visible as he moved swiftly into the marbled lobby of the restaurant, guiding Meg along with his hand on her back. There were two active party rooms inside Angelina's, and Finn greeted the stiff maitre d' with nod and a hand shake, faltering somewhat when the greeter became mannequin-like instead of mirroring his joviality.  
 
    The maître d's lukewarm greeting caused Finn's smile to wane, but when he led them into the first party room, a raucous cheer of welcome erupted from a flower adorned long table on the right. The maitre d' visibly jumped and turned sharply in the direction of the noise, his skin a shade paler. Finn was met by the customary twinkle in Nancy Mills eyes, but there was an extra dimension to this twinkle, one of unabashed joy. Finn thought Nancy's hug would never end.  When he finally wrested himself free from the embrace, a parade of enthusiastic but less physical greetings commenced from familiar faces.  
 
    Patrick Delaney slapped his son on the back before pulling him into a manly hug. Patrick wore the smile of a proud father. "You did good, Finneous," he gushed. 
 
    Rory Burns extended both arms and met Finn with an embrace. "What can I say, Finn?" he said through a quivering voice. 
 
    "Finn, Finn!" Nancy's call caused Finn to tense in anticipation of another bearhug.  He was relieved when no additional embrace ensued.  Nancy just wanted to facilitate another greeting. "Charlie, look who's here." 
 
    Charlie Mills extended his hand. "Thank you very much," he said, obviously repeating lines his mother had given him. 
 
    Patrick Delaney grabbed Finn by the arm. "Come over here, Finneous. Two of your biggest supporters are here." 
 
    "Hey!" Finn beamed at the sight of Chris Moritz and Paul Taggart. 
 
    "How's it going," Chris asked. 
 
    "Great," Finn replied. "Apparently, your exorcism worked." Finn shrugged. "It's just too bad Lasalle is free to continue with all his dark stuff." 
 
    Chris and Paul exchanged smiles. "What?" Finn asked. 
 
    Chris sighed. "After I conferred with Detective Taggart, we came up with a plan to unleash the darkest, evil, deadly demon on Lasalle." 
 
    "What are you talking about?" Finn was confused. 
 
    "We called the IRS on him," Paul chuckled. 
 
    "But isn't he a tax exempt religious organization?" Finn asked. 
 
    "Maybe," Chris responded. "But that mansion he lives in has nothing to do with religion." 
 
    "That's great news, " Finn exclaimed.  "It's great to see you guys. I didn't expect you to be here." 
 
    "We had no choice," Paul said. "When Nancy Mills said she was going to run this party for her son and Rory Burns, she insisted that we both attend." 
 
    "Hey Finn," Kevin's familiar voiced called from the opposite side of the room. 
 
    "Excuse me," Finn said to Paul and Chris.  He could see Kevin with a female, and not just any female.  This girl was very pretty, but she was almost as tall as Kevin, and much more muscular.  There was also something very familiar about this girl. 
 
    "Hey Finn. I want you to meet my date."  Kevin pointed to Finn and gave the introductions. "Ann, this is Finn - Finn, this is Ann." 
 
    "Pleasure to meet you Ann." 
 
    "Same here, Finn. I read all about you in the papers." 
 
    Finn rubbed his chin.  "I have to say, Ann.  There is something very familiar about you.  Have we met before?" 
 
    Kevin jumped in before Ann could answer. "Of course, you've seen her before. On TV." 
 
    "What are you talking about?" 
 
    "This is Amazon Annie, the professional wrestler." 
 
    "Oh, my God," Finn exclaimed. "That's right. I've seen you on TV."  Finn pointed to Kevin. "How did you get mixed up with this mope?" 
 
    "Hey, watch it, Pal," Kevin warned. "We met online and have been corresponding for several weeks." 
 
    Finn smiled at Ann. "Well, anyway. It's very nice to meet you."  Finn settled into a chair at an empty table and took a deep breath.  He thought he was through with all the greetings when he received a tap on the shoulder. 
 
    "Did you forget about me?" 
 
    Finn wheeled around in the chair.  He was ashamed to admit that he had forgotten about Meg.  "Hey, I would never forget about you." he lied as he stood and hugged Meg. 
 
    “Do you mind if I sit with you?" 
 
    "Of course not. Sit!" Finn insisted. Meg's sarcasm was not lost on him. 
 
    Finn thoroughly enjoyed the evening.  It seemed like a fitting end to the nightmare endured by Chris Mills and Rory Burns, not to mention the anguish of Nancy Mills.  It also seemed like a venue to say goodbye to all the dark demon stuff of the past weeks.  It was Meg, however, who provided Finn with the best part of the night.  Finn perceived his barrier to her to be crumbling as the evening progressed.  Whether it was real or imagined, as the party began to wind down, Finn felt closer to Meg than he ever had, and that made him feel good. 
 
    Finn walked down the long hall after his men's room visit.  His path to the party room was blocked.  It was Meg. "You going to the lady's room?" Finn asked. 
 
    Meg smiled and shook her head. "Nope. I just wanted to catch you alone." 
 
    The hug and kiss broke new ground in the relationship, a far cry from the polite pecks Finn was providing over the past months. 
 
    Finn looked into Meg's eyes. "Wow!" he exclaimed. Meg laughed and began moving in for a repeat performance, but the kiss was canceled by a loud crash coming from the party room. 
 
     "What the heck was that?" Finn grabbed Meg's hand and they hurried back to the room.  The crash had been so loud that guests from the other party room were pouring into Finn's room to check the commotion.  Just before Finn turned into the room he noticed a rear view of the blond, hulking figure of Kevin's date, Ann, as she hastily pushed through the exit door. 
 
    Finn pulled Meg through the crowd gathered around a focal point in the far corner of the room.  When they broke through the crowd, Meg put her hands up to her mouth. "Oh, my God!" she gasped. 
 
    Finn didn't know what to say. He stood motionless with eyes and mouth wide open, taking in the scene.  A table was laying flat on the floor with its legs collapsed beneath it.  Like a turtle stuck on its back, Kevin was pathetically flailing his arms and legs, his face contorted in pain.  Around and on Kevin were the splattered remnants of the dessert trays that had been occupying the table.  The guests from both parties had formed a semi-circle around Finn's fallen friend.  Paul Taggart was crouched next to Kevin, trying unsuccessfully to stifle his laughter as he checked on him.  "Are you OK, buddy?" A low groan was all Kevin could vocalize.  
 
    The unmistakable voice of Gladys rose above the crowd. "Good. Someone finally gave that degenerate drunk what he deserved." 
 
    "I think he's alright," Paul commented. He turned to the crowd. "Hey Chris. Give me a hand getting him up." Chris Moritz stepped forward and with help from both sides, Kevin was upright.  
 
    “You OK?" Chris asked. 
 
    "I think so," Kevin replied. "I just need to sit down." 
 
    Paul pulled up a chair. He still was wearing a wide grin.  "Good idea. Take a seat and collect your wits." 
 
    Finn made eye contact with Paul's smiling face. "What happened, Paul.?" 
 
    Paul shrugged. "You better ask him.  All I know is that I think it's time for him to get a new girlfriend." 
 
    Paul walked away laughing hysterically as Finn approached.  Kevin was sitting hunched over with his head buried in his hands. "Hey Kev. You Alright?" 
 
    Kevin slowly sat up and nodded. "I think so." 
 
    Finn threw his arms out to the side. "What the hell happened to you?" 
 
    Kevin shook his head.  "I was coming from the men's room, when I meet Kimberly Hanson in the hall.  Kim is attending the other party and she gives me a hug.  That's all." 
 
    Finn scratched his head.  "I'm not reading you buddy." 
 
    Kevin held his head with his right hand and pointed toward the exit with his left. "That Amazon I was with saw me hug Kim.  When I got back into this room, she starts laying into me about how dare I disrespect her like that." 
 
    "What did you do?" 
 
    Kevin looked directly at Finn. "All I did was say - back off." 
 
    "And?" Finn was waiting for more. 
 
    "And," Kevin shrugged. "That lunatic proceeded to pick me up and body slam me through that table." 
 
    Finn didn't know what to say.  He knew he had to get out of the area before he burst out in laughter.  "Let me get you some water," he offered.  Finn turned and made eye contact with Meg.  They both burst out in laughter. 
 
    "That's right," Kevin moaned. "Have a good laugh on me." 
 
    Finn found a glass and a fresh pitcher of water.  He had just initiated his pour, when a voice interrupted the process.    "Finn, Oh, my God, is that you?" 
 
    Finn turned toward the voice. He poured at least a full glass of water onto the table cloth as he stared in shock at the approaching figure.  There was no misinterpreting these intentions.  The suffocating embrace and passionate kiss spoke volumes regarding Jennifer's goal. 
 
    "My God, it's good to see you," Jennifer gushed. 
 
    "Hi, Jen," Finn stammered. "It's been a while." 
 
    "Too long," Jen exclaimed." 
 
    "Where's your boyfriend?" Finn asked. 
 
     "He's history," Jenn announced. "But this is fate that we are back together, isn't it?" 
 
    Jen planted another passionate kiss on Finn's lips. Out of the corner of his eye he noticed someone.  He was able to free his face enough to turn to the right.  Meg looked about as forlorn as it was possible for a person to look.  Finn instantly grasped the gravity of his situation.  This instant was going to pass, and once it was gone, he would never be able to make it right.  For once in his life he was determined to do the right thing.  Finn pushed out of Jen's embrace. "Hey Jen," he began. "You know what you just said about your boyfriend being history - well that applies to me too. You're history!" 
 
    Several onlookers who had been flowing the action broke into spontaneous applause.  Jen's face was turning red with rage.  She looked ready to explode as she pointed a menacing finger toward Finn.  "No one embarrasses me like this.  You better develop eyes in the back of your head, asshole."  
 
    Two girlfriends pulled Jen from the room, but Finn didn't care what Jen was doing.  He immediately went to Meg and replayed the passion he just experienced with Jen.  When the kissing session was complete, Finn pulled Meg tight to him. "I'm so sorry," he said. 
 
    Meg pulled her head back. "For what?" 
 
    "For the last few years," Finn replied before commencing a kissing encore. 
 
    "Whew!" Meg gasped. "You're wearing me out. "Let me go to the lady's room and give you a chance to cool down." 
 
    Finn took a deep breath and noticed Kevin still sitting in the chair near the collapsed table.  Finn pulled over a chair and sat next to his fiend. Finn slapped Kevin on the back. "How you doing?" 
 
    "Alright," Kevin replied. "I saw what happened just now.  I never got a chance to warn you that Jen was here.  I saw what that bitch just did to you." 
 
    "That's OK," Finn said. "Everything worked out." 
 
    Finn and Kevin sat silently watching people say their goodnights. Kevin turned to Finn. "I learned something tonight." 
 
    "Oh yeah," Finn snickered. "What did you learn?" 
 
    Kevin pointed his finger at Finn.  "After what that Amazon did to me, and what that bitch Jen just did to you, I am certain of one thing for sure - demons are real." 
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