
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
                        Cage’s Crew  
 
    It was an old Chicago hotel with a distinguished name and a location that still attracted a few upscale clients of a certain age.  These days its restaurants and rooms were mostly filled with people traveling on business and tourists in town to see a game or shop on Michigan Avenue.  Its owners had maintained the hotel carefully over the years and recently remodeled it.  At least, that was what was claimed on the hotel’s website.  And that meant, I knew without even looking, there would be a sleepy and out of shape, retired cop in charge of security and surveillance cameras in the lobby and perhaps on the elevators and some of the floors as well.  In other words, I wasn’t about to go in through the hotel’s front entrance, not even once, to check things out.   
 
              The alley behind the old hotel was dirty and there was the pungent smell of garbage from the big metal bins holding the trash from the hotel’s kitchens and guest rooms.  The hotel’s restaurants and bars had closed hours earlier, but the foul odor coming from the big, rusty garbage bins periodically wafted through the alley’s air like an oppressive mist.  It had probably been like that for the past sixty or seventy years.   
 
              I noticed the smell and dismissed it as meaningless as I made my way to where the old sliding fire escape ladder hung down into the alley.  As you might imagine, the rusty ladder hung down just out of reach so that no one could climb up to enter the hotel.  Anyone trying to get out of the hotel in an emergency would either have to push the sliding ladder down into the alley or jump the last fifteen feet or so.   
 
              When Norm and I had driven through the alley a couple of days ago the sliding ladder looked as though it hadn’t been used in years.  That was more than a little worrisome since I was counting on being able to use it.  In most cities the fire department inspectors and building inspectors would have tested it to make sure it worked.  But this was Chicago so you never knew for sure.  Sometimes it is cheaper to buy the inspector instead of the necessary repairs. 
 
              Three big doors into a loading dock were on the other side of the alley from the hotel.  During the day the doors are open and the loading dock serves people moving things in and out of the many floors of condominiums that rise high above the loading dock.  The condominium building had been built many years after the hotel and was much taller than the hotel’s forty or so floors.  Almost all of the windows in both buildings were dark, and rightly so.  It was, after all, a little after three in the morning.  
 
              It was the quietest time of day.  The city’s downtown streets had only a few cars and trucks moving on them, and its sidewalks were mostly empty except for the city’s large homeless population sleeping rough in the doorways of the city’s shops and office buildings.  My dark running shoes made no sound as I walked slowly along the pitch-black alley with my gloved left hand held out in front to protect me in case a truck or car had been parked in the alley in the long hours since Norm and I had driven past the hotel for one last look before the sun went down.   
 
              I had crossed the deserted street and walked down towards the hotel entrance when the hotel’s night bellman was inside and nobody was in sight on the street.  At least, I couldn’t see anyone; even though it was certainly possible someone who couldn’t sleep was watching from a darkened hotel or condominium window.   
 
              It was the middle of a chilly, early spring night, and I was fairly sure I hadn’t been seen by anyone who would be dangerous when I turned and walked into the alley.  Besides, even if the street had been busy or someone had been watching, all anyone would have seen was obviously just another homeless bum looking for a place to get out of the wind so he could sleep rough or take a piss.   
 
              Despite the darkness and my disguise, my mind was on high alert as I walked hunched down against the chill wind in a hoodie that was much too large and baggy for me; the kind of heavy hooded sweatshirt someone sleeping rough would wear so he could pull his hands up into its sleeves and hold them together in the big hand-warming pouch, that ran all the way across its front, when he was sleeping on the ground in the cold.  I wasn’t using the hoodie to stay warm—my gloved hands were hanging by my side; it was the tools of my trade that were hidden in the hand-warming pouch that ran across the front of my hoodie. 
 
              The woman Jack Douglass had sent to get the room number of the man I was there to rob would be hundreds of miles away and well on her way towards home by now in her own car.  She’d be paying cash for everything so she couldn’t be traced.  Norm had suggested killing her to eliminate a potential witness, but I had decided to let her go because I wasn’t sure of her relationship to Jack Douglass, the man who had suggested the gig to Robbie and provided her to finger our victim.  The last thing I wanted to do was bite a hand that fed me, at least not unless it was absolutely necessary. 
 
              Norm and I should be safe from the woman, I thought, since she didn’t have a clue as to who we are or where we came from.  To the contrary, we had taken great care to disguise ourselves when we met her after she picked up the drug seller in the hotel bar and spent part of the night with him in his hotel room in order to get his room number.  Besides, if getting rid of her needed doing, my sometime message center and service provider, Robbie Platts, would find someone and have it done when Norm and I were far away with solid alibis.  She was Robbie’s and Jack Douglass’s responsibility to deal with, and eliminate if it became necessary; they were the ones who had brought this particular gig to me and caused me, in turn, to bring in Norm all the way from his ranch in Montana to be my driver. 
 
    ******   
 
              I was wary and on high alert as I turned off the windy and deserted downtown Chicago street and walked into the alley.  The alley was totally dark and that, in a way, was comforting despite the uncertainty of what might be in it.  Behind me, when I looked back, as I did almost constantly, I could see a faint glimmer at the very end of the alley from a streetlight somewhere on the silent street beyond the alley.  The light was so dim and indirect as to make even my silhouette virtually invisible.  Even so, as I walked down the deserted alley I stayed close to the old bricks of the original hotel wall on my left to reduce the possibility.   
 
              I could have used the little single lens night vision scope I carried in my hoodie’s big frontal pouch along with my other tools, but then I would have looked suspicious if a car with its headlights on had turned into the alley for some reason or an employee had unexpectedly come out of the rear door of the kitchen that served all of the hotel’s restaurants and bars.  The kitchen door had no window so it would be a big surprise if it suddenly opened and someone came out for a smoke or to leave for home at the end of his work shift. 
 
              A tough-looking derelict of above average height and weight with a seedy, unshaven face, a baggy and overly large dark blue hoodie, uncombed brown hair with specks of grey in it, and a dirty bedroll under his arm is what I would look like to anyone who might chance to see me.  At a distance, I would appear to be a totally non-descript homeless man who had wandered down the alley, perhaps to find a place to sleep or take a leak; that was the role I’d play if anyone came upon me before I climbed the fire escape ladder and got into the hotel.   
 
              Every big city in America has hundreds of such men sleeping rough and downtown Chicago was no exception despite the cold and windy weather of the early spring.  They were everywhere on the city’s streets sleeping and begging year-round and blended into the background unseen, mostly because people deliberately avoided looking at them. 
 
              I had briefly thought about sloshing a bit of beer on my hoodie and gargling with it so I’d smell the role but quickly decided against it as a really stupid idea—it might reveal my presence in the dark of the hotel room I intended to visit.  I was probably safe enough for this part of the job, or so I thought, because I knew my hoodie and dark blue Levis and black running shoes and socks made me virtually invisible in the dark.  Hopefully, I could walk past someone standing in the alley and he’d never even see me. 
 
              It was true that the Bluetooth earbud in my right ear would look a little out of place on a rather formidable rough-sleeping homeless man if anyone examined me closely, but it would be long gone from my ear before anyone could get close enough to me to see it.  It was connected to the prepaid cell phone I’d bought at a Walmart in Oregon a couple weeks earlier.  My phone and the Bluetooth were both  “burners” as was everything else I was wearing or carrying; they would be taken apart and tossed away as soon as the job was finished.  I never kept anything that could be used to connect me to a job, not even the shoes on my feet. 
 
               It wasn’t just my appearance that I was relying on to keep myself safe; I was also heavily armed and wearing a vest under my overly large hoodie because, somehow, this gig hadn’t seemed quite right even though the payoff sounded fine—over six million dollars in loose diamonds with Jack Douglass having a buyer willing to pay fifteen cents on the dollar for them in used twenties and hundreds.  I probably wouldn’t have taken the gig if it hadn’t come to Robbie from Jack Douglass and the potential payoff hadn’t been so large.   
 
              Douglass was a big-time jeweler in Arizona.  According to Robbie, he had been on the edges of the game for years and had come up with a couple of pretty good gigs in the past, including a virtually identical job Norm and I had pulled on a similar diamonds-for-drugs deal two or three years earlier.   
 
              In other words, Douglass had an acceptable reputation so far as a man in my line of work was concerned.  On top of that, I needed the money because Pencie needed a replacement for the old Cadillac she was driving, one whose title was squeaky clean, and that meant paying cash to actually buy it from a dealer instead of stealing it.   
 
              Besides buying a car for Pencie, and maybe even more important, I’d found another parking lot I wanted to buy to help launder the income from one of my newer aliases.  The rest of my share of the payout would be spent on the extended up-scale cruise or vacation that I always took with Pencie after a successful job; the rest would go into one of my caches of cash for emergencies or be deposited into one or more of the 401k plans and TIAA-CREF retirement accounts I’d had set up under the various names and social security numbers I had established.  Even so, I told myself, I’ll walk away if it looks wrong.  I always told myself that when I started a job and sometimes even did it. 
 
              Pencie was a sweetie.  I’d met her and almost killed her more than five years ago.  She’d been with a made man in the Philadelphia Mob when I was part of a crew that took down a Mob-controlled Indian casino in Pennsylvania.  It had started to go wrong for us when one of the casino’s security guys had tried to play the hero and I had to shoot him.  To my absolute astonishment, she had stepped in to help me get away in her car.  We’d been together ever since.  She was an ever-cheerful college graduate from one of the country’s larger state universities and a better than average golfer, certainly much better than I would ever be.   
 
    ****** 
 
              It was eighty-eight steps from the corner of the building to where the rusty iron fire escape ladder came down and stopped about twelve feet above the alley.  I knew exactly how many steps I’d have to take to reach it because I’d walked the alley and counted my steps a couple of days earlier.  What I would find when I finished walking those steps in the darkness was a standard fire escape ladder that would slide the rest of the way down into the alley if it was pushed down from above by someone escaping from a fire or anything else that might cause them to have to leave the building in a hurry.  I knew that about the ladder from the noon-time walk I’d taken a couple of days ago wearing a suit and tie; at the time, I had been dressed in my version of a local businessman and walking briskly down the alley to take a shortcut to my office or meeting or whatever else a suit does as he goes about his daily life.   
 
              I took an extra five steps to make up for the shorter steps I knew I was instinctively taking in an effort to avoid tripping over or kicking something that might have been dropped in the alley.  I’d seen a number of bottles and cans in the alley when I walked through it several days ago wearing a suit and tie.  The city was not big on cleaning them up and neither was anyone else. 
 
              What I was pretty sure I wouldn’t trip across was one of the city’s rough-sleeping vagrants I was pretending to be.  The alley had no doorways indented enough to shield a rough sleeper from the chill Chicago winds that came off the lake and periodically gusted through it.  Even so, and just to be sure, Norm had driven though the alley late at night several times in the past week.  No one was there. 
 
              Norm had used the non-descript old Chrysler four-door we’d bought in Detroit off Craigslist for cash and driven it into the city with stolen plates.  After the job, we’d abandon it.  We could because we both always wore gloves when we were in it so no one could connect us to the car if the car somehow got connected to the job.  I hadn’t expected to find anyone in the old brick-lined alley at that time of night and I didn’t.  It was totally deserted. 
 
              At the moment, Norm was parked on the street about three blocks up from the hotel monitoring the Chicago police frequencies with a little handheld scanner.  He could see the hotel’s entrance from where he was parked and would alert me via the ear bud of my Bluetooth to the arrival of police or any other problems or people showing up at the front of the hotel. 
 
              Norm was my driver and lookout, the man who would pick me up and drive me to safety after I finished the job.  He’d done it before for me on other jobs and he’d do it this time as well.  It would be fatal for him not to show up when I whispered into my Bluetooth that it was time to pick me up and drive me to safety.  It was something that was understood between us without it ever having to be said. 
 
              For his driving and assistance, Norm would get a full share of whatever the job cleared, after its out-of-pocket costs were covered, just as I would.  He’d served a hitch in the military and had, on an armored car job in Miami a few years back, described himself to me and the other guys in the crew as our “early warning system and extraction specialist.”   
 
              “In other words,” he told us, “I listen to the police radio and drive real good.” 
 
              I’d found what Norm had said about himself to be true; that’s why I had invited him to join me on jobs like this one.  We’d worked about a dozen jobs together over the years. 
 
              This was the kind of job against a large institution that I had been undertaking two or three times a year for almost twenty years.  It wasn’t that I would have hesitated to rob an individual or family, it was that even the richest Americans never had anywhere near the kind of cash  available that a private safety deposit or armored car company or drug dealership would periodically possess.  This gig was slightly different in that millions of dollars worth of illegal heroin was being paid for with loose diamonds that could be easily turned into cash.   
 
              It was the kind of job that had worked for me and Norm and the crews we’d been on and put together in the past, and we expected it to do the same this time as well.  Heisting over six million dollars’ worth of diamonds and selling them at the fifteen percent of their value, the percentage that Robbie said Jack Douglass had arranged, would generate almost a million dollars in good, used twenty and hundred dollar bills for me and Norm. 
 
              My role in the gig was my traditional role—to be one of the heavies and, much more importantly since heavies were a dime a dozen, the planner who designed the job and tried to figure out what might go wrong and how to prevent it; Norm was the driver who would carry me away to safety in a legitimate car with proper paperwork that he had recently and honestly purchased for cash from a Craigslist seller solely for the current operation.  Afterwards, we’d clean the car of anything that might link us to the job and abandon it with the keys in its ignition where someone was likely to steal it and leave their fingerprints in it.   
 
              If Norm was ever stopped, the name and date of the recent buyer on the seller’s title would honestly conform to the name on whatever out-of-state driver’s license he presented.  We never used stolen cars when we were on a job.  It was too dangerous.  The same for our driver’s licenses.  They were real; it was the names and addresses on them that were fake.  But people move about and buy and sell cars, don’t they?  It’s what Americans do. 
 
              As you might imagine, Norm and I had set up a number of fallback meeting places and times in case my planned pickup was blown or my cell phone and Bluetooth couldn’t be used to summon him for some reason.  If asked, Norm would say he was sleeping in his car because he had a job interview in the morning in the restaurant across the street and had no money for a hotel.  Afterwards, we’d dump the one-time car near a public housing project in the city’s low income district with the key in the ignition.  Then, after a fifteen-minute walk to a taxi stand next to a couple of all-night coffee shops, we’d take a cab to another similarly clean car some miles away in a public parking lot serving another upscale bar and hotel district.   
 
              The car we’d be using to drive out of town tonight had been waiting there for over a week.  We’d driven past it several times in the last two days to make sure it was still okay and ready to go.  Even so, we had another burner further away as a backup.  They’d all be abandoned, even the one we’d use to immediately drive out of town; and they’d be abandoned without fingerprints because we always wore gloves when we were in the cars or might be handling weapons. 
 
              Norm and I had worked together on a dozen or more crews over the years.  Each of us knew exactly what would happen if he or anyone else crossed the other or didn’t take the necessary safety precautions.  He was a hard man and a dependable driver; I was even harder, much harder actually, and did some of the heavy work and all the operational planning.  Planning a job was my specialty.  I never joined a crew for a job that was planned by someone else unless I knew and agreed with every detail of the job and approved of every man in the crew. 
 
              Robbie Platts out in California was my message center and intermediary.  He was the cut-out between me and trouble.  It was Robbie who took inquiries when a crew needed a heavy or planner like me and he provided the names of possible additional men whenever I came up with a gig that required a specialist or more drivers and heavies than just me and Norm.  Sometimes I accepted Robbie’s recommendations; sometimes I didn’t.  Norm didn’t know Robbie and had never met him.   
 
              Robbie was important to me, maybe even more important than Norm.  We’d met years ago when we worked together on a couple of crews, one for a jewelry store in Beverly Hills; the other for a Brinks armored car office in Pennsylvania.  I had been one of the crews’ hard men and its planner, Robbie its alarm and entry expert.   
 
              After our second gig together, we’d begun working together periodically and had done so for quite some time until Robbie took a gig with the wrong crew and got put away.  Now he was one of the small handful of trusted men I used as telephone answering and contact services—to take messages from guys trying to get in touch with me and for me to contact when I needed a specialist for a job.  Over the years I’d gotten in on a number of gigs through Robbie who always seemed to “know somebody” with a possible gig or who was looking for someone with my skills to be part of the crew.   
 
              Robbie himself was no longer doing jobs, and he certainly wasn’t a fence despite owning a rather marginal pawn shop in Oakland.  He had done almost five years of hard time in California as a result of a job gone wrong.  It was his second felony conviction and he had permanently retired to run his pawn shop as soon as he got out.  It was an understandable decision since he liked living in California and the next time he got caught would result in a mandatory life sentence.  Doing hard time was difficult enough when you had hope of getting out someday; doing it forever would be impossible for him and he was smart enough to know it.  Besides, he was making a lot of money being almost straight. 
 
           These days Robbie was active in the National Pawnbrokers Association and attended all its national and regional meetings.  He had a lot of solid contacts as a result of his membership and was appreciated by some of his fellow pawnbrokers because he left it to them to fence stolen goods.  He only took payment for his “consulting and referral services” in cash and only made loans on diamonds and jewelry brought legitimately into his shop so he could carefully and honestly record and document them as pawned.   
 
              Robbie wasn’t a fence and never bought stolen goods no matter how good the deal sounded; anyone who wanted to sell something was referred to pawn shops in Las Vegas or elsewhere who he’d “heard might be buying when there was a good deal.”  Robbie was careful and honest as far as the cops and Internal Revenue were concerned and I appreciated it.  He got ten percent of whatever one of my jobs netted after whoever advanced the money necessary to finance the job got double whatever he had put up to cover its costs.   
 
              I had put up my own money to finance this particular job; I did it myself because I liked to keep things as tight as possible whenever the Mob was involved.  In this case, they were the drug buyers who had used diamonds to pay the drug sellers I intend to rob tonight.  I was in the alley because I was after the diamonds. 
 
            Robbie and I had worked on a number of crews before Robbie went to prison and then retired.  These days Robbie puttered around his rundown pawn shop in an old strip mall and lived alone in a small apartment in the rear.  He was always there except when he was away attending pawnbroker conventions; I lived with Pencie in one California’s endless and faceless golf communities in the suburbs when I wasn’t away on a job.   
 
              Pencie liked to play golf when I was “away on business” and had a storefront art gallery that was “open by appointment” and mainly used to launder my cash.  When I wasn’t with a crew on a job, which was most of the time, Pencie and I travelled a lot and either paid cash or used her squeaky clean debit and credit cards.  
 
              Norm lived on a ranch in Montana and periodically needed money for his cows and his wife and children, particularly now that his oldest two girls were off to college.  He knew how to fly and had his own four-seat plane, an old Piper Cherokee 235 equipped with eighty-four-gallon, extended-range wing tanks.  He didn’t file flight plans when he was on a crew and had built himself a nifty metal plate that he could repaint and temporarily install to change his plane’s registration number.  Norm had a dirt strip on his ranch with a wind sock and a cheap metal tee-hangar where he could store his plane out of his state’s extreme weather and away from any inquiring eye in the sky. 
 
            Robbie bought his pawn shop in Oakland after he got out and decided to retire.  Now he puttered around his dusty pawnshop, made a few small loans and sold unredeemed items such as computers and tools.  He lived alone in an apartment in the rear of his shop; when I wasn't on a job, I lived with Pencie in a home in one of Southern California’s endless and faceless suburbs.  We traveled a lot, inevitably paying cash wherever possible and primarily using her clean and legitimate credit cards for reservations and identification. 
 
              None of the three of us had the slightest interest in the buying or selling of drugs except to the extent drug wholesalers often received large amounts of cash and diamonds and were not likely to go to the police if some of them went missing—which was why I was about to climb a fire escape ladder in downtown Chicago at three in the morning.  Norm and I had taken a very similar gig Jack Douglass had brought to Robbie two or three years ago and it had paid off big for us, which is why I’d decided to go ahead with this one—even though the first one had almost ended in failure when I had to shoot a couple of the Mob guys who were using the diamonds to buy dope.  They had made the serious mistake of sticking around to have a drink with the seller and then tried to help him avoid being robbed.   
 
              Mob-related gigs like this one and the earlier one were always iffy because many of the Mob’s made men and their associates have become informants.  As a result, only a fool would hit a Mob deal when it was going down for fear that the feds or the local police might arrive or even already be there undercover; only before or after was my firm policy.  This gig was like the one a few years ago, an “after.” 
 
              For better or worse, Norm and I had accepted the gig and the job was underway.  Some hours earlier, if the information Robbie had received from Jack Douglass was correct, a large amount of diamonds had been handed over to pay for a large amount of heroin.  The drugs were long gone, but the diamonds and the man who had them were in Room 3207.  If it had been a sting or a real deal gone bad because of an informant, the police and the feds would have taken the deal down when the diamonds and drugs changed hands. 
 
      
 
                                   Chapter Two 
 
              I slid the little handheld night vision scope out of my hoodie’s pouch as soon as I finished counting the steps down the alley, and used it to look up at the fire escape and around the alley.  The alley was clear, and I was pretty much right where I should be under the descending fire escape ladder.   
 
              Now all I had to do was make the last fifteen feet of so of ladder descend so I could climb up the fire escape to the thirty-second floor.  I unrolled the foul smelling sleeping blanket we’d bought off of a street-sleeping bum in Detroit to get the nylon line with its attached grapple that I had concealed in it.  The grapple’s metal prongs were wrapped in duct tape so they wouldn’t clang against the rusty and grime-encrusted metal of the fire escape when I threw it.   
 
              My first underhand toss missed and it thudded on to the ground in the darkness when the line snarled.  So did my second.  The third was the charm; it hooked the ladder two steps up from the bottom and I pulled it down.  There was a lot of squeaking and scraping as the rusted and little-used fire escape ladder slowly came down until it almost touched the alley’s dirty concrete.  The noise the ladder made as it came down sounded deafening to me in the otherwise quiet night. 
 
              I paused for a couple of seconds and stood silently in case the sound of the rusted ladder coming down had attracted attention.  It hadn’t, so I quickly climbed the dangling ladder.  I couldn’t see the rust that covered it, but I knew it was there because I could feel the roughness of the rusted metal through my gloves.  The ladder came down to about three feet above the alley and swayed back and forth as I began to climb.  The swaying was a bit disconcerting but it didn’t make the climb impossible; I doubt anyone hurrying down because of a fire would even notice that the ladder swayed. 
 
           When I reached the first landing, I stepped off the ladder and stopped to listen and to once again look around using the night vision scope.  Nothing.  Just the inevitable and strangely reassuring background noise of a sleeping big city in the dead of the night.  So I pulled the fire escape ladder back up and rolled the grappling hook in the smelly blanket to once again conceal it.   
 
              I left the rolled up blanket on the landing when I started slowly and carefully climbing up the stairs bolted on to the side of the hotel.  I wasn’t abandoning it; I would carry the blanket roll and its contents away when the job was over.  My plan was to use the fire escape to get away by going out the way I’d come in.  Norm would drive into the alley and pick me up when I whispered “okay” into the mic of my Bluetooth.  Our call would stay connected until the job was done.  That way we could instantly communicate in an emergency. 
 
              I had thought long and hard about taking another hard man in with me as backup.  In the end, I decided against it.  Homeless men sleeping rough didn’t usually run in pairs and two such men walking together late at night might attract attention.  Instead, I’d work the gig alone just as I had worked the similar job Douglass had brought to Robbie a few years ago that had paid off so handsomely.  Besides, having only two men in the crew would make my cut larger just as it was last time, and I knew from the woman that there would only be one man in the room.  One man?  No problem.  I wouldn’t need backup. 
 
    ****** 
 
              Thirty-two floors is a long way to climb up the side of a building on its fire escape under any circumstances, particularly when it’s pitch dark, the wind is gusting intermittently, and the metal steps are wet and greasy.  I held on to the railing with my gloved hand and climbed quietly, counting the landings as I moved up from floor to floor. 
 
              My heart sped up and I could feel the rush of adrenaline as I finally reached the landing of the thirty-second floor.  There was, as I had expected, a solid metal door without a handle exiting out on to the fire escape.  That’s when things first started to go wrong.   
 
              I had expected to find a keyhole I could pick with the lock picks I was carrying or, failing that, get through the door with the little battery-powered lock picker I had in the pouch of my hoodie.  I even had a big tube of silicon to shoot into the key hole to hold down the rattling noise of the lock picker.  A keyhole on each of the metal exit doors was what we’d seen on the lower level doors when Norm and I had driven down the alley three days ago.  The door to the thirty-second floor, however, had no such keyhole to allow entrance from the outside.  It was solid.   
 
              I had no choice.  I’d have to use the heavy metal pry bar I’d brought with me—and it was wrapped up in the dirty blanket thirty-two floors down.  It had been too big to fit in my hoodie so I’d carried it wrapped up in the blanket roll along with my grapple and its line. 
 
              “Goddamn it,” I muttered silently under my breath.  “I should have brought it with me.” 
 
              Five minutes later, I was ready to pry the door open even though I was still puffing from walking all the way down the fire escape steps and all the way back up.  Until now, except for pulling down the fire escape ladder, I’d been so silent I probably could have walked right past someone standing in the dark without being seen.  No more.  I jammed the edge of the bar between the door and the door jamb and wiggled it to get it in as far as possible.  So far, I’d been mostly quiet.  That was about to change big time, and perhaps disastrously. 
 
              I took a deep breath to steady my nerves, placed the sharp edge of the pry bar into the crack between the door and the door frame, and began to push—and got ready to run like hell if an alarm sounded despite the fifteen thousand dollars I'd sent to Robbie to have someone visit the hotel three days earlier and disconnect the door alarms.  
 
              The door came out slightly and, to my great relief, there was no alarm—so I used the screwdriver I’d been carrying in the hoodie’s pouch to hold the door out while I shoved the sharp edge of the pry bar even deeper into the crack to take the pressure off the screwdriver.  Then I put the screwdriver back in my hoodie pouch and once again pushed against the bar, this time using all my strength and weight.  The door finally began to come away from the door frame, but only in the middle.   
 
              With another silent curse under my breath, I inserted the edge of the bar in the crack lower down and began the process once again.  This time there was a loud crack and the bottom of the door popped loose and moved partially clear of the door frame.  I put my ear up against the door and listened.  Nothing.  No voices and no room doors opening; at least so far as I could tell there was no response to the noise I’d made.  So I repeated the process higher up on the door.  There was another sharp crack and a bit of a scraping sound as the upper part of the door broke loose from the door frame. 
 
              Once again I listened, this time while I was putting on my ski mask and adjusting it so I could see.  Still nothing.  I instinctively checked my pockets to assure myself that I still had the five electronic door cards Robbie had mailed to me at one of my rarely used rental mailboxes at a private mailbox company many miles away from where Pencie and I actually lived. 
 
              When I had reassured myself that I had the cards, I reinserted the sharp edge of the crowbar once again, applied pressure by pushing on the other end with both hands, and slowly pried the metal exit door all the way open.  It creaked as it opened out towards the landing.  I again listened and, this time, I was able to look into the hotel hallway through the crack between the door and the door frame.  I could see a room number through the crack: 3216.  At least I had the right floor. 
 
              I waited and listened while I rested for a moment and quietly laid the crowbar on the landing.  When I finally stopped breathing heavily, I took a deep breath, reached both of my hands into the narrow opening between the door and the door frame, and pulled.  The door creaked and groaned with the familiar sound of metal being scraped against metal as it opened. 
 
    ****** 
 
              I slipped into the brightly lit hallway and pulled the now-warped fire exit door as closed as I could get it without pulling it into the frame.  It creaked slightly as I did, but not nearly so loudly as it did when I opened it.   
 
              The hallway I entered was properly lit and carpeted as might be expected for a luxury hotel.  This was the time and place where I knew I’d be most vulnerable.  If anyone came out of a room or the elevator and saw my ski mask, I’d have to run for it and the job would be permanently blown. 
 
              My heart was pounding and my black rubber-soled running shoes didn’t make a sound as I moved hurriedly down the hallway to the door to Room 3207, listened at the door to the room for a moment, and silently began inserting the electronic cards with my left hand.  In my right hand I held one of the special thin-wire tools hotels use to get into a room when its guest cannot be roused.  I’d open the door a crack and thread it through the door opening and use it to lift off the guest’s safety latch.   
 
              The third card made an audible click and the colored light on the lock changed from red to green.  Robbie’s note that accompanied the master entry cards, which I had promptly burned as I always do with such notes, warned me that I would likely have no more than a few seconds before the electronic door lock would reset automatically, and usually with another audible click.   
 
              I stepped as far as I could to the side of the door and still be able to reach out with my left hand to turn the doorknob and push it slightly open, just enough so I could thread wire of my safety latch tool through the crack in the door with my right hand.  I knew I’d have to hold it open with one hand while I used my hotel tool with the other to unhook the safety latch.   
 
              The door opened without a sound as I turned the door handle and started to insert the safety latch tool.  That’s when the hair on my arms prickled as my brain began sending danger signals—the door's safety latch should have been on and it wasn’t. 
 
              I silently slid the tool back into my hoodie’s big, hand-warming pouch, adjusted the weapon I had strapped to my wrist, and pulled out my pistol.  My homemade silencer was already attached to it. 
 
    ****** 
 
              Before I entered the room, I stood to one side, darted a fast look through the open door, and quickly pulled my head back just in case.  The light on the little hotel desk was on, apparently as a night light.  I saw nothing alarming with my quick look, and there was no response.  The room was silent.  Clothes were haphazardly strewn on the couch where they’d been thrown when the occupant took them off to go to bed.  Everything looked normal. 
 
              A moment later, I stepped inside the room with my pistol in my hand and slowly and quietly closed the door to the hallway behind me.  There was a soft but audible click as the door closed.  The suite was messy with a pair of pants thrown on the little sofa and the bedroom door was cracked open a few inches.  The bedroom was dark.  Everything looked good and I thought I could hear someone breathing in the bedroom. 
 
              I started to push the door to the darkened bedroom open—and immediately wished that I hadn’t.  The dim light from the lamp on the desk was enough to let me see both the man crumpled on the floor in a pool of blood and the dim shape of a man standing there in the semi-darkness holding a cell phone up to his ear and pointing a silenced pistol right at me.   
 
              The rapid phut, phut, phut of the man’s pistol was actually quite loud as three tremendous blows to my chest and stomach caused me to involuntarily throw up my hands and stagger backwards out of the doorway and on to the carpeted floor of the suite’s dimly lit sitting room.  My pistol went flying.  
 
               “I got one of them,” the man said into the phone as he walked forward to the bedroom door to finish me off. 
 
              I was on my back and my right hand was up as if it would somehow ward off the “make sure” bullet the shooter clearly intended to deliver as he stalked through the bedroom door.  He was a big and bulky middle-aged man with a swarthy complexion and an excited and pleased look on his face.   
 
              The big man was just bringing up his pistol to finish me off when he realized my outstretched hand was holding a two-shot over/under derringer strapped to my wrist and he was looking straight down both of its barrels.  He never even heard the two shots that hit him in the face and blew his brains and blood all over the bedroom and the dead man behind him.  They were incredibly loud compared to the much more subdued sounds of the big man’s silenced pistol.   
 
    ****** 
 
              The Bluetooth had been on ever since I started into the alley.  Norm had heard everything there was to hear, but didn’t have a clue as to what any of it meant.  He was worried and anxious. 
 
              “Talk to me, Cage; talk to me.  What happened?  Are you okay?”  He was so shaken that he violated one of our most basic agreements—never to utter the other’s name when it might be recorded.  We were so shook up that neither of us realized it at the time. 
 
              I didn’t answer.  I was too busy and badly shaken.  I was only vaguely aware that my chest and stomach hurt as I struggled to my feet.  All I knew was that I had to leave and leave fast.  The loud sound of my derringer’s shots had been overwhelming.  Hotel guests were almost certainly calling the hotel operator and opening their doors to look into the hallway.   
 
              There wasn’t a moment to lose.  And yet I did—I rushed around the room and the bedroom looking for the diamonds that were supposed to be there.  Nothing.  They weren’t there and there was no time to get into the room’s guest safe to look for them, no time at all. 
 
              I rushed to the shooter and pulled the dead man’s wallet out of his pocket and shoved it into my hoodie.  Then I scooped up my would-be killer’s cell phone and the wallet and cell phone I saw lying with a pair of glasses and some change next to the reading lamp by the bed.  I was still shoving them into my hoodie’s front pouch as I rushed out of the room and into the hotel corridor. 
 
              I didn’t bother to look for the pistol that had gone flying out of my hands when I was shot.  It was new and unfired and couldn’t be traced to me.  I’d never handled it except when I had been wearing gloves.   
 
              The silencer was another story entirely.  It was homemade.  I’d built it myself.  But I’d wiped it clean and left it soaking in a plastic paint bucket full of solvent for weeks before I pulled it out and carefully wiped it clean once again.  There were three more just like it still in the bucket where I’d left them, four blocks away from where I lived, in the old wooden tool shed of an empty house whose owners were in court trying to settle a disputed estate.   
 
    ****** 
 
              Norm had been spooked by the gun shots but could hear enough of my breathing and muttering to know that I was alive and moving.  Even so, he was constantly asking questions as I ran down the hallway towards the fire escape exit.  He had already started the Chrysler. 
 
              As I ran I was aware that at least one door in the hallway had opened in response to the loudness of my two derringer shots and that my departure was being watched. 
 
              “Come to the alley and pick me up.  Hurry,” I finally gasped as I flew out of the metal exit door at the end of the corridor and headed down the fire escape’s steps as if the devil himself was nipping at my heels.  I didn’t stop to pick up the pry bar. 
 
              I ripped off the ski mask and stuffed it into the front of my now-bulging hoodie as I rushed down the metal steps of the fire escape.  I had just grabbed the blanket roll and pushed down the metal ladder so I could climb down the last twenty feet, when Norm turned into the alley with his headlights on.  I reached the alley as the car silently came to a stop next to me.  There was no desperation in the behavior of the car such as screeching tires and turning too fast into the alley that might have attracted attention.  Just swift and steady driving, the reason I’d invited Norm to the job in the first place. 
 
              I was less under control than Norm.  “Go.  Go,” I shouted as I ran around to the passenger’s side and dove in, slamming the door much too loudly.  I immediately began taking apart my derringer and wiping the parts off on my hoodie even before we cleared the alley.  The various pieces would either go into the next river we saw or be tossed out the window after we got well away from the hotel. 
 
              Norm was a professional and didn’t attract attention.  He drove slowly and sedately out of the alley and turned right on to the one-way neighborhood street behind the hotel and then right again on to a major thoroughfare running through the center of the city.   
 
              We were stopped at another red light seven or eight blocks later when a fast-moving police car with its siren going and flashing lights blew through the light where we were waiting.  We knew exactly where it was going.  That’s when I began telling Norm what the police would find.  
 
      
 
                             Chapter Three 
 
              “You’re sure you heard him say I got one of them, you’re sure you heard him say that into his cell phone?” Norm’s voice sounded both incredulous and worried.   
 
              “Yeah, that’s what he said alright, I got one of them.  There’s no question about it.  He was telling somebody that he’d shot me.” 
 
              After a pause, I added “And he sure as shit did; it’s a damn good thing I was wearing a vest.”  I was still upset about it and talking too loud and too fast; the bastard almost got me. 
 
              Norm could hardly believe it and said as much.  Several times.  Neither could I.  But the facts were the facts—it almost sounded as if someone had gone to elaborate lengths to draw me or both of us out of the shadows where we’d been hiding so we could be killed.  But why? If we could figure that out, we would know who it was and what to do about it.  But we couldn’t; at least, not now while we were still all pumped up from our narrow escape. 
 
              “Was it you or me or both of us?” Norm asked as we passed through a stoplight that turned green just as we reached it.  “Christ knows I’ve pissed off a lot of people, but not very many who would do that to get even and only a few that could.  Besides, if they knew about us, they would know that all I usually do is drive.  If it was just me they were after, they would have set me up for a gig and hit me in the car.” 
 
              I had already thought of that.  Norm was in the clear, at least so far.  Besides, he might be useful in what was to come, whatever it might be. 
 
           After a long pause, while we waited patiently at the next light, which had stopped us when it turned red, Norm added, “It must be either you or both of us they want.  Don’t tell me who you think might be after only you, I don’t want to know.” 
 
              I thought about it and finally mused out loud. 
 
              “None of the legit businesses and organizations I ever hit would come at us like that, and I know it wasn’t you since the gig came to me from someone you don’t know.  At least, I don’t think you know Robbie and Jack Douglass.  So it must be somebody I hit or we hit in the past who is embarrassed or pissed at us, maybe because some of their friends know we hit them and got away with it.” 
 
              I’d been thinking a mile a minute ever since my heart settled down from beating so hard and Norm stopped at the first red light.  I already knew exactly where we’d start—the Phoenix jeweler, Jack Douglass; the man who knew about the deal because he’d provided the diamonds.  He’d know who brought him the deal and provided the woman who could spot the deliveryman who would end up with the diamonds. 
 
              Norm was worried and rightly so.  
 
              “Well, count me in if it’s someone pissed at us for something we did together.  We can’t afford to have someone out there who’s trying to bury us.  This shit has got to stop.  I’ve got a wife and children to take care of.” 
 
              I agreed to call Norm as soon as I knew something.  I promised him that when I did, I’d call and mention the word golf if I needed him.  Norm was like Pencie; he liked to golf when he wasn’t working.  The only difference was that he rarely took time off to enjoy himself; he was always either on his ranch taking care of his cows and family, or on a crew.  
 
    ****** 
 
              A little over a week later, Norm was back home on his ranch and I was driving into Phoenix to visit Jack Douglass in a big Toyota SUV with Texas plates.  I’d flown into Dallas and bought the Toyota off a Craigslist seller.  It was clean and the name of its new buyer on the title was the same as the name on the driver’s license I was using.  It would be the “clean car” I’d use to drive out of town when my visit with Jack was finished.  It would never be used on the job or in any way connected to it.   
 
              When I finally got to Phoenix, I checked into one of the city’s several Travel Lodges as George Turner from Toronto “in town to buy a property for winter use because the wife likes it here.”  I ate lunch across the street at a coffee shop and then returned to the motel for a brief nap.   
 
              Later that afternoon, I signed up for a year of long term parking for the Toyota SUV and bought a ten-year-old Ford sedan from a Craigslist seller.  The Ford would be my burner; I’d use it on the Douglass job and abandon it as soon as the job was finished. 
 
    ****** 
 
              The next morning, I headed for Scottsdale to visit Jack Douglass at his upscale jewelry store.  I’d never met the man, but I had gotten a pretty good description of him from Robbie who periodically ran into him at pawnbroker conventions.  Robbie never said it, of course, but I suspected that Douglass was a jewelry fence to whom Robbie periodically sent referrals and got job suggestions. 
 
              I was in Phoenix because having a talk with Jack was all I could think to do.  The dead men’s cell phones and the two wallets had been dead ends except for the large amount of money in each of the wallets.  The IDs had been good fakes and, according to Robbie, the credit cards had been stolen.   
 
              The drive from the resort hotel where I was staying to Douglass’s jewelry store in an upscale shopping center in Scottsdale was enjoyable.  Phoenix is clean and beautiful, especially outside of the older areas of the city where its low income people and illegal immigrants live, and Scottsdale is even nicer.  I’d been here four or five years ago on a job and was surprised to see how much the upper income areas of Phoenix had grown.   
 
              I passed several golf courses and thought briefly about vacationing here with Pencie sometime when the coast was clear.  Pencie loves to golf, and I love the way she shakes her long hair before she takes each swing or gets into bed.  I’ve always had a thing for women with long hair. 
 
    ******* 
 
              Douglass’s jewelry store was in an upscale strip mall in Scottsdale.  One look at the limited number of parking spaces in front of the store and I thought it likely that Douglass and his employees would park in the rear.  Sure enough, in addition to several less expensive cars, there was a big, near-new black BMW four-door parked at the rear door that no jewelry store sales clerk would ever be able to afford.  There was a security camera over the door so I drove on past and parked about four hundred feet away at the rear entrance of a toy store.  It didn’t have a surveillance camera. 
 
              I didn’t know what would happen when I met Douglass, or what, if any, his role in nearly getting me killed had been, so I wasn’t about to be seen anywhere near Douglass or near his shop or anywhere else there might be surveillance cameras.  That’s why I’d  driven on past the BMW without slowing down until I reached the back door of the toy store.  Now I was parked where I could watch the rear door of Douglass’s jewelry store.  Almost an hour later someone came out of the jewelry store’s rear door and got into the car I was watching.   
 
              I was stunned.  It was the fairly attractive woman who had picked up the Mob’s heroin seller and spent a couple of hours with him to find out which room he and the diamonds were in.  I didn’t have a clue as to who she was.  All I knew is that she’d come out of the hotel a little after midnight and said “Room 3207” as she walked past our car. 
 
    ****** 
 
               I followed the unknown woman at a distance as she drove to a stand-alone and obviously expensive steakhouse and bar at the entrance to one of Scottsdale’s expensive shopping centers.  She gave the valet her car and went through the door with an expectant smile and cheerfully swinging her purse.  She was obviously looking forward to meeting whomever it was she was meeting.   
 
              I drove on past and parked elsewhere in the shopping center’s parking lot without using the restaurant’s valet.  I wanted to be able to get into my car quickly if I needed it.  Waiting for a valet was not a good idea. 
 
              “Hello.  Would you like to be seated in the restaurant or bar?” one of the steakhouse’s two hostesses asked me a couple of minutes later as they both flashed big smiles and the one on my left picked up a menu and started around the podium to seat me. 
 
              “Thanks, but no.  I’m just meeting a friend.  I’m sure I can find him if he’s beaten me here,” I said as I walked past them with a smile and entered the restaurant.  The bar was to the left, the restaurant to the right.  I walked into the restaurant and looked.  It was early and the place was almost empty.  She wasn’t there. 
 
              The bar was something else.  It was obviously happy hour and it was packed.  I spotted her almost immediately.  She was sitting and chatting with two other well-dressed women wearing similarly expensive blouses and pantsuits.  I was clean shaven and well dressed with a long-sleeved shirt and neatly pressed slacks.  The blondish ponytail wig I was wearing when she walked past to give us the hotel room number was gone; my own grey-flecked dark hair was neatly barbered around my substantial bald spot and I was wearing glasses.   
 
              Best of all, the fake black tooth cap I’d worn in the brief moment she might have seen me had been removed and I no longer had dental wadding between my teeth and chin to disfigure my face.  I didn’t think she would recognize me when I took a seat at the nearby bar and ordered a glass of wine instead of the beer I usually drink.  From where I was sitting I could keep her in sight. 
 
              She never once gave me a look for the almost two hours of drinking and eating that followed, particularly when I began chatting up the two women who sat next to me.  I watched as the three expensively-dressed women, all bottle blondes who looked like they spent a lot of time in tanning and various other beds, soon had their own gentlemen friends sitting around them.  They were all talking to each other with the animated enthusiasm one inevitably finds in such bars and constantly consulting their cell phones. 
 
              I followed her when she finally left a couple of hours and more than a few drinks later.  Or, more accurately, I followed her as she followed the man she had picked up to his home in a row of side-by-side condominiums on a street where about half the units were for sale.  It was obviously his home because the man she was following opened the garage door and drove in while she parked in front.   
 
              Several hours later, I watched by the light of the neighborhood’s street lights as she came out the front door, reached into her suit pants to adjust something, and climbed into her car.  I was waiting at the end of the street and followed her as she drove much too fast along three blocks of virtually identical side by side condominiums with identical single-car garages.  She barely slowed down at the red light as she turned right on to a larger street.   
 
              I didn’t have a clue as to where I was or where she was going.  I just followed her.  Only one thing was certain, she either drove too fast all the time or was in a hurry to get to wherever she was going. 
 
    ****** 
 
             Twenty high-speed minutes on the interstate that circles Phoenix and then on the side streets of a subdivision of expensive homes and I knew exactly where she was going even though I didn’t have a clue as to where it was.  One of the signs at the beginning of the driveway where she turned in said The Douglass Family.  The other was a security protection sign that announced to someone like me that all the Douglass’s had in the way of security was an easily defeated door alarm system that was rarely, if ever, turned on. 
 
              “Hi,” I said as she answered the door a minute or so after I pressed the door bell and a gave a friendly and rhythmic 'shave and a hair cut' knock.  “I’m Rolf, Rolf Mueller, “is Jack home?” 
 
               “No,” she said.  “But I expect him shortly.” 
 
               “Is it okay if I wait for him?  It’s really important. I’ve got to talk to him.” 
 
              She looked me up and down, and then nodded. 
 
              “I suppose so, if it’s really important.  But can’t it wait until tomorrow?  You look familiar; don’t I know you from somewhere?  Are you from Tucson?” 
 
              “No, sorry, I’m from the Bay Area, San Jose,” I said as she opened the door and let me in.  It was a nice house with the kind of carpeting and furniture and pictures on the wall which suggested everything had been bought at the same time in a department store. 
 
              “Can I get you a drink of something?” she said as I smiled and walked in past her as she held the door open for me.  “I’ve had a hard day and I’m ready for a drink.  Would you like to join me for a glass of wine?  I’ve got something stronger if you like,” she said with a teasing little girl giggle that didn’t fit her age.  
 
              “No thanks.” ... “Nice place; you and Jack live here alone?” 
 
              “Yes, except for a couple of cats who are probably out prowling, lucky devils.  And why don’t I get you something stronger.  Now that I think about it, Jack won’t be home until later tonight, much later.  So we might as well relax and enjoy ourselves.” ... “wait here and I’ll be right back.” 
 
              She came back about three minutes later.  Except she wasn’t carry a couple of glasses and a bottle, she was carrying a purse and a gun she had obviously just taken out of it, a dinky little lady’s pink-handled .22 caliber pistol that would probably blow up and take her hand off if she fired it.  On the other hand, she had a hard look of determination and her hand wasn’t shaking. 
 
               “Okay, “she said.  “I saw you at the bar.  Who are you?” 
 
              “Feds,” I said as I flashed a fake badge and ID picture at her and sat down on her couch.  “Organized crime.  And we’ve got you cold for your part in fingering the drug seller in a diamonds-for-drugs trade a few weeks ago.  I’m here to offer you a deal.  But first, put away the goddamn gun before it goes off and hurts someone.” 
 
    ****** 
 
              It took a while because she didn’t believe me at first.  But I knew enough about how the feds operated and the Witness Protection Program to convince her that a couple of men had been killed in Chicago and her choice was between spending most of the rest of her life in prison or telling me everything and going into witness protection.  She wanted to seal our relationship with a quickie on the couch or by giving me a friendly blow job.  I pushed her inquiring hand away and deferred as only a good fed would. 
 
              “Sorry, not while I’m on the job.  Maybe later when we know each other better.” 
 
              I didn’t tell her that I don’t do sex when I’m working a job and then go to the other extreme and make up for lost time when I’m not.  Pencie knows and thinks it means I’m saving it up for her.  I’m not.  I’ve always been that way ever since I got out of the military and into the game.  No drinking or sex when I’m working.  I’d nursed my first glass of wine at the steakhouse bar and made it right by slipping the bartender a twenty each time he gave me a club soda refill.  
 
               Her real name, the woman told me, was Helen Napolitano.  She wasn’t even married to Jack Douglass.  They just pretended for the benefit of their neighbors and employees.  So far as she knew she was still married to a Mob guy in Tucson by the name of Harry Napolitano who had disappeared five or six years ago.  She’d been told she wasn’t likely to see Harry for a few years, if ever, and was sent from Tucson to move in with Jack Douglass and babysit his money-laundering wholesale jewelry operation.  
 
              “I figured the recent deal in Chicago must have somehow gone wrong,” she said when she heard about the drug deal and the deaths. 
 
           She said she had driven the diamonds to Chicago and given them to a guy but then, hours later, he’d surprised her by giving them back to her and telling her to drive them back to Phoenix.  She didn’t know the guy except that he was from New York and must have been a friend of Jack’s boss since she’d seen them together in Tucson a couple of times.  After she got back to Phoenix with the diamonds, Jack had been told to launder them by putting them into jewelry and selling them to one of Walmart’s jewelry buyers.   
 
              It was also, she confided when I pressed her for all the details about why she drove the diamonds all the way to Chicago and then all the way back, supposed to draw out some guys who had killed one of his boss’s sons when he was doing a similar diamonds-for-drugs deal a couple of years ago.  Holy shit.  It was a set-up.   
 
              She wasn’t, she said, supposed to know so much, but the guy she’d been “sort of seeing on the side once in a while” in Tucson before her husband disappeared was her husband’s boss, and he had bragged a lot when he was still trying to impress her.  Among other things, he had let it drop that the "big boss" in New York to whom he reported was his uncle, Giuseppe Martini, aka Joseph Martin, a capo of the Bonnano family who ran an investment advisory company on Wall Street.   
 
              It was the big boss's nephew, Roberto Martini, also known as Bobby Bucks, who represented the Bonanno family’s long-establish interests in Tucson.  Bobby had been her husband’s boss and banging her on the side.  It was Joseph Martin's son, I had killed a couple of years ago.  It all began to make sense. 
 
              “Bobby probably had my husband buried because he was afraid Harry would find out about us and kill him.  Then the bastard found another girl and sent me to Jack.”         
 
              The nephew in Tucson, she told me, was using the name of Robert Martin.  He managed a branch office of his uncle’s investment advisory company.  She described him in some detail right down to the color of the hair dye he used and a couple of intimately placed tattoos. 
 
              Then Helen and I had quite a long talk about everything—her relationship with Jack Douglass, about the jewelry store and their travel plans and Robert Martin, how the diamonds were to be sold, and how she and Jack communicated with its two sales girls and the two jewelers who were putting the stones into settings so they could be wholesaled off to Walmart in time for the Christmas shopping season.   
 
              Helen was very helpful once she accepted the idea she’d be in the Witness Protection Program—she told me about the jewelry store’s security system and gave me the security codes and her keys to the store and its safe “so I could get in and take pictures for evidence.”  She even opened Jack’s computer so I could read his emails.  I told her to leave it open so I could read more of them after we took a break. 
 
              The good news was that we could get past the jewelry store’s security system and that the diamonds would be on the premises for several months until they were sold.  It was also good news that Helen and Jack communicated with their employees by email when they were gone; the bad news was very bad—the diamonds and the stores other jewels were kept in a heavy duty Worldwide safe and it had an internal time lock such that it could be closed at any time but only opened between the hours of nine and four on business days. 
 
      
 
                                   Chapter Four 
 
              I probably should have let Helen start giving me a blow job before I killed her so she’d die happy, but I didn’t.  She had seen my face and she knew that I was interested in the Martini family and the diamonds.  Sooner or later, and probably sooner when she found out she wouldn’t be in Witness Protection, she or someone would put it together.  She had to go and I wasn’t sure what would happen if I clipped her while she was sucking on my dick.  So I just shot her in the head with her own pistol as she knelt down and began unzipping my pants.  She was smiling as she unzipped me and never knew it was coming or felt a thing.  Her living room was definitely going to need a new carpet. 
 
              Jack stayed out late.  Helen said he'd gone off to one of the local Indian casinos and how soon he’d be back would depend on how long it would take for him to lose all his money.  Earlier I’d thought about coming back later to take care of them both at the same time.  But finding them together seemed a bit chancy so I decided to do her and wait for Jack.  I turned off all the lights and sat in the kitchen near where the door from the garage opened into the house.  
 
              Either Jack took a lot of money to the casino or it was one of his luckier nights.  I waited and waited in the darkness, leaving the kitchen only once and hurriedly to take a quick piss when I couldn’t hold it any longer.  That’s when I discovered how hard it is for a man to unzip his fly wearing latex gloves.  It was after two in the morning when I finally saw the lights of a car through the living room drapes as it pulled into the driveway.  Almost immediately I heard the garage door go up.   
 
              I was waiting for Jack when he came out of the garage and into the kitchen.  He was tired and had obviously been drinking when he turned on the kitchen light and saw me standing there with my .38 revolver in one hand and his wife’s pink-handled .22 in the other.  His eyes registered shock and surprise and he gave a little yelp when he saw me.  Then resignation set in. 
 
              “Hello Jack, how ya doin?” I asked. 
 
              “There’s no need for the rough stuff.  I’ll pay.  I just need a little time, that’s all.” 
 
              “That’s not why I’m here, Jack.  Not at all.”  That’s what I said as I motioned to him with my revolver and my head to sit it the chair at the kitchen table next to the one I was sitting in. 
 
              “He won’t let me work it out, is that it?” he said heavily as he sat down with a grunt.  “Well he’s got to because that’s the only way he’ll ever get his money.” 
 
              “You’ve got it all wrong, Jack.  I’m here so you can tell me all about the diamonds your wife brought back from Chicago last week.  So sit there and talk to me until I know all about them.” 
 
              “God, he can’t have those.  They aren’t mine.  They belong to someone else.  They really do.  They’d kill me, and you and Helen and everyone else if any of them went missing.  You don’t understand who you’re dealing with; they’d really kill you.” 
 
              “You mean Robert Martin?  Or, should I say Roberto Martini?” 
 
              “You know about him?  You really know those guys?  Well then, you know why you can’t have the diamonds.”  He sounded greatly relieved. 
 
              “Yeah, I do.  So tell me, Jack, who told you to call Robbie Platts and set up the diamond job in Chicago last week?” 
 
              “Martin did.  He told me what to say.  And it worked out—the New York guys got the product and we got our diamonds back.  Better than what happened a couple of years ago, that’s for sure.  Everybody’s happy.  Right?  Everybody’s happy?” 
 
              “Not exactly, Jack.  The guy who got the diamonds isn’t happy at all.  Someone killed him and it was messy.  So now my boss isn’t happy.” 
 
              “But that has nothing to do with me.  I’m innocent; I was just the little guy in the middle.  All I did was make the calls Robert told me to make so he’d get the diamonds back after they were used to pay for some drugs.  My wife drove all the way to Chicago to deliver them and then she brought them back.  You can ask her, she’ll tell you I did exactly what Robert told me to do.  I really did.  She did too.” 
 
              “I already asked her, Jack; I already asked her.  You’ll be happy to know she confirmed everything you told me.  By the way, you’re right-handed aren’t you?” 
 
              When Jack nodded in agreement, I whipped his wife’s little pistol with the pink handles up against the right side of his head and shot him.  I did it so fast he didn’t even have time to react except to start to jerk back a little.   
 
              Afterwards, I put the little pistol into his right hand and pressed on his finger to shoot it again into a roll of kitchen towels I’d found under the sink.  I did it so there would be some powder residue or whatever the hell it is that the police look for when they want to identify a shooter.  Then I took a couple of more rounds out of her pistol to confuse things and dropped the damn thing on the kitchen floor where I thought it might fall if he’d shot himself after shooting her. 
 
              I took the kitchen towel roll with me when I left.  I’d unroll it and take the bullet out before I get back to the resort hotel where I was staying and then dump them separately—if I ever get back to it.  I didn’t have a clue as to where I was or how to get there.  
 
              Before I left, I drew the blinds, made sure the house was locked up, and flushed the toilet three times.  Then I used Jack’s cell phone to send an email to his employees.   
 
              “Helen and I heading to Vegas and then to the diamond markets in Amsterdam and Tel Aviv on business.  We’ll be gone a couple of weeks and out of touch.  Keep working on the diamonds for Walmart.” 
 
              I wiped the phone clean and closed the computer before I left. 
 
    ****** 
 
              Finding some place in a strange city when you don’t want to leave a record of searching for it on a cell phone is no easy matter.  It took me almost a goddamn hour to find the hotel where I was staying and I was so tired by the time I found it that I slept until almost noon, except for once in the middle of the night when I had to get up and stumble into the bathroom to pee.   
 
              It was almost two in the afternoon before I finished eating cinnamon apple pancakes in the resort’s coffee shop and using a computer in its business center to look up the Tucson address of Bobby Martini’s financial services office.  The pancakes were particularly good.  The apples were in some kind of crispy sugary glaze, sort of like burnt cream. 
 
              After thinking about Tucson and Robert Martin while I was eating my pancakes, I decided it would be best to commute back and forth from Phoenix until Robert Martin and his friends were no longer a threat.  That way I wouldn’t leave any tracks in the Tucson area for the Martini family or anyone else to pick up.   
 
              Always set up a job so it leaves everyone looking for you looking in the wrong place is my motto, and a damn good rule to live by. 
 
              All those things were going through my mind as I was drinking from the continually refilled coffee cup the waitress put in front of me as soon I sat down for a late breakfast the next day.  But then I got to thinking about the diamonds in the jewelry store safe and changed my mind.  First things first.  I needed a crew and it didn’t need to be very large; just Norm and a guy who was really good with heavy duty safes.  And that meant making a couple of calls to Robbie on one of my prepaid burner cell phones from a location well away from the resort hotel where I was staying in Phoenix.  
 
      
 
                                     Chapter Five 
 
              “Yo, Robbie, Harry Samuels here.  How ya doin, buddy?  It’s been a while, eh?” 
 
              “Hey, Harry, how are you?  How did that oil field job work out in North Dakota?  Everything good?” 
 
              “Well, we’ve got to talk about that sometime, eh?  But now I’ve got something else.  Do you have any idea where Ralph Richards is these days?”  
 
              Richards was long dead, of course, but Robbie knew exactly what it meant when I asked about him.  It meant I needed a good safe man.   
 
              “I’m not sure, Harry; I’m not sure.  But I’ll call Dick’s wife and try to get a number for you.  Where you hanging out these days?” 
 
              “In Vancouver at my tavern, of course, same as always, eh,” I said with my best Canadian accent as I rattled off the number of my prepaid throw-away cell phone.  It was a number that wouldn’t work unless he added two to the second and fifth numbers and one to the sixth.  I didn’t have to give Robbie the area code; he’d use the one on his phone’s caller ID and call back exactly six hours and nineteen minutes later on a safe cell phone from someplace at least an hour’s drive from his pawn shop.   
 
              I would be on my own safe phone and far away from my hotel when Robbie called back.  “In Vancouver” referred to a job we’d been on together in Vancouver that had gone badly.  It was our private code and would tell Robbie the job in Chicago had gone so badly that there would be no payday.  I didn’t say anything else because I figured Robbie already knew about the hotel shootings.  Something like that in the heart of the city’s “Gold Coast” shopping area on Michigan Avenue was bound to have made the local newspapers’ websites in a big way even though people were always getting shot in Chicago. 
 
              “Hold on will ya, Harry, I gotta get a pencil and a piece of paper and write that down,” Robbie said; he would write the number I gave him on the palm of his hand.  “Okay, I found one.  Give me that number again, willya?” 
 
              I called Norm as soon as I hung up from talking to Robbie and invited him to check with his wife and call me back "if you can come over and play some golf for a few days.”  Playing golf was our code for something important has come up.  It would cause Norm to call me back from somewhere else on a very safe new phone.  
 
              “Man, this is a great place,” I told him as we continued to talk.  “A lot of people with money live here so the restaurants and stores are real nice.  If you’re not doing much, why don’t you let your kids run things and come on over for a little golf?  You’ve got to see this place, you really do.  They’ve got some great golf courses down here despite the heat and they’re cheap this time of year because its summer and the tourists are gone.  You should see them; you’ll love’em.  Bring your clubs and gear; maybe this time you’ll win.” 
 
              “You know, that’s a great idea.  I’m ready to take a break.  I’ll talk to my wife and let you know.  What number can I reach you at these days?” 
 
              The number I rattled off was pure garbage just like the one I’d given Robbie—unless Norm added two to the second and fifth numbers and one to the sixth. 
 
              Three hours later, Norm and I had a long and serious talk about what we needed to do to protect ourselves and get “our diamonds.” 
 
    ****** 
 
              My mention of golf was all it took to get Norm moving.  He took off before dawn the next morning from his ranch’s dirt strip and reached one of the Phoenix area’s many airparks many hours later just as the sun was going down.  He called me along the way to tell me where he’d be landing and approximately when.  I was waiting as he taxied his plane up to the transit parking area.   
 
              Norm was prepared.  He’d brought his golf clubs and various other items he thought might be necessary, such as a police scanner and a couple of new and never fired .38 caliber revolvers that he assured me were untraceable.  He also brought a couple of 12-gauge Browning shotguns with wooden plugs that could be removed to increase the number of shells they could hold beyond the legal hunting maximum of three.  Norm was big on hunting.  
 
              Being as he was so big on hunting, Norm also brought boxes of both birdshot and buckshot with him.  The shotguns were brand new, still unassembled in their original cardboard boxes, and gift wrapped.  He’d bought them a couple of years ago when a Walmart in northern Nebraska closed.  The registration number showing on Norm’s old Piper Cherokee 235 with eighty-four gallon, long-range tanks was that of a similar plane without long-range tanks which had crashed near Ontario, California, many years earlier. 
 
              I met Norm at the airfield and filled him in with what I’d learned as we drove into Phoenix.  I told him everything except the fate of Jack Douglass and his wife.  Norm didn’t ask, because he didn’t want to know, but he was in total agreement with what I suggested—that we should, first of all, put together a crew by adding a safe specialist and get “our diamonds” from the jewelry store; then, immediately after that, we should take steps to “modify the behavior” of the mobbed-up financial advisor in Tucson before he had a chance to find us and send a crew to whack us.   
 
              Normally mild-mannered Norm was quite emphatic about what he had in mind.   
 
              “I get a half a chance, Cage, I’m going to modify that bastard’s behavior with five rounds of buckshot.” 
 
    ****** 
 
              Norm and I were quite busy on the three days following his arrival in Phoenix.  The first thing we did after he landed was move to a much more appropriate motel in an older part of town, a motel without security cameras to record our comings and goings.  Then we put on disguises and drove around in my clean Toyota SUV and bought no less than three cheap “burner” cars off of Craigslist, and had more keys made for them so we’d each have a key in addition to the “backup” key we’d leave on top of each car’s right front tire.   
 
              We began using one of them, a grey Ford four-door, and parked the Toyota SUV and the other two burner cars, another Ford and a Datsun, in different parts of the Phoenix area so they’d be available “just in case.”  All three of our new acquisitions were “burners” in the sense that we would use them on the operation and then leave them behind when we left.  We always wore gloves when we were in them so they’d be found with no fingerprints.  The Toyota SUV would be our “clean” escape car. 
 
              Twice we drove one of our newly acquired burner cars past the Douglass jewelry store to take a look at it.  What we didn’t do, because we didn’t have time, was drive down to Tucson to eyeball the Martinis’ financial office and drop off the second Ford to be our “just in case” car in Tucson.  We’d do that later.  Getting the diamonds out of the Douglass jewelry store came first. 
 
    ****** 
 
              I had talked to Robbie and set the time and place for the meeting.  So the  knock on the door of the Motel Eight room Norm and I had rented just for the occasion was expected, but we both jumped when we heard it.  I pulled out my pistol and held it by my side as I looked through the door’s security peephole.  What I saw was a short and slender non-descript man of about sixty, maybe a bit more, who was standing where his face and empty hands could be seen.  The room’s inside security chain was still latched when I cracked the door open so I could talk to the man. 
 
              “Can I help you?” I inquired.  The man looked like the man Robbie had described, short white hair and all. 
 
              “Yeah.  I think so.  I got this room number from a guy I know.  He said we might have something to talk about.” 
 
              “Yeah, it’s possible we might.  Come on in.” 
 
              The man walked in and looked at us very tentatively. 
 
              “Please raise your hands,” I said in a business-like voice.  I was still holding the pistol by my side.  It was a 38-caliber Short Colt revolver.  Not the newest model of pistol by any means, but very reliable.  Norm had brought it with him from his ranch.  He’d picked it up at an estate sale after one of his neighbors died; it was squeaky clean. 
 
              The man seemed almost pleased at being asked.  I promptly handed the pistol to Norm and thoroughly searched the new arrival.  Then I raised my hands and motioned for the man to do the same to me.  When he finished searching me, Norm stood up and handed the pistol back to me.  Then he too raised his hands and let the older man search him as well.  No one said a word while we searched each other. 
 
              “You’re Cage, aren’t you?” the new arrival asked when he finished checking to see if Norm was wearing a wire and held out his hand for a shake.  “I heard about you a couple of years ago when I was doing a nickle in New Jersey.  Some guys I know said you were okay—so long as you didn’t get crossed.  Is that true?” 
 
              “I hope so.  And that ugly guy over there is Norm.  I’ve known him for a while.  He drives.  You’re Tommy right?” 
 
           The three of us talked for hours.  First about people we knew in common and Tommy’s experiences both in prison and on jobs.  And then, after I looked at Norm and got a nod back, about the job.  Tommy got more and more enthusiastic when he learned about the potential size of the take and that he’d get a full third of it.  I merely said I was sure I could get us in; I didn’t tell Norm and Tommy that I already had the key and the alarm codes or how I got them.  They didn’t need to know any of that. 
 
              “If the safe’s a Worldwide, it’s always tough.  And if it’s a top of the line Worldwide it ain’t gonna be no laughing matter at all,” Tommy told us.  “Most jewelry stores don’t go that tough.  But it figures if it’s got as much in it as you say.” 
 
              “Can you do it?” 
 
             “If you can get me into the room, Cage, I can get into anything if I have enough time.  It might be noisy, though, depending on how I have to do it.  Weekends late at night are best when no one’s around to get excited.  What about a security guard or periodic patrols?” 
 
              “There’s no guard,” I told him.  “But I don’t know about security patrols. “And I damn well should have asked Helen before I offed her.  We’ll have to watch the place and find out.” 
 
              “What about being seen from the street or windows or someone seeing the light I’ll need so I can see what I’m doing?” Tommy asked. 
 
              “Not a problem,” I told him.  “The safe is in the back room with no windows so we ought to be able to turn the lights on; but I’ll get us some infrared lights and goggles to use just in case.  I never heard of a patrol car or a security guard with infra-red glasses.” 
 
              I didn’t tell Tommy how I’d come to know so much about the jewelry store and its safe or why I was sure we’d be able to get inside the store without causing a fuss.  Tommy didn’t ask.  He didn’t need to know; it wasn’t his job to get the crew into the room where the safe was located—it was mine. 
 
              To the surprise of me and Norm, Tommy had never worked using infrared light or any other night vision device.  Although neither of us said anything about it at the time, it worried us both that Tommy had never used them.  It made us think that maybe Tommy hadn’t been active for a while and his knowledge about how to get into a big modern safe might be out of date.   
 
           I knew it was too late to get anyone else; sooner or later the Douglass’ bodies would be found.  But, on reflection, I decided it wouldn’t much matter—the diamonds would still be in the jewelry store safe even if their bodies were found.  I didn’t tell either Norm or Tommy about Martin and his wife, only that “they were away” and weren’t expected to return for a couple of weeks. 
 
              Norm thought he knew what that meant but didn’t bother to ask.  He knew he wouldn’t get an answer and really didn’t want to know.  It meant nothing to Tommy.  He didn’t know about the shootout in Chicago, let alone that there had been a drug deal involving the New York Mob and the diamonds we were going after. 
 
    ****** 
 
              The three of us left the motel together so Norm could drive us past the jewelry store in one of the Fords.  There wasn’t much to see except the normal-appearing front of the jewelry store and the empty display cases in its front windows.  We didn’t drive around back.  Tommy and Norm didn’t need to see it since I already knew where the rear door was located and had both of the two keys we’d need, one for the alarm and one for the door.  Another reason I told Norm not to  drive around back for a look was because we weren’t wearing disguises and I didn’t know how long the security camera at the rear door retained its images. 
 
              After Norm drove us past the jewelry store with Tommy sitting up front so he could get a good look at it, he pulled the Ford burner into a grocery store parking lot a couple of miles down the street so we could talk.  Tommy told us he was on board for the job and agreed to provide his own equipment and buy whatever explosives we would need “from a reliable source.” 
 
              I gave Tommy a thick envelope with ten thousand in Franklins, hundred dollar bills, to cover his costs and told him to get in touch with Robbie and let him know if there were any problems or if he needed more money.  I was happy to give the cash to Tommy—whoever financed a job always got double back before the rest of the take was shared out equally to the crew.   
 
              Norm and I also mentioned our “other expenses” to Tommy without telling him what they were.  We considered our Chicago expenses to be part of this job.  That meant we’d already put up a fair amount of up-front money to be doubled if the job came off.  With Norm nodding his confirmation, I merely gave an estimated number to Tommy without telling him the details.   
 
              Tommy immediately agreed to our “other expenses” without asking any questions—as well he should; it was peanuts compared to what we would reasonably expect to get from selling the diamonds for used bills, even though I knew we’d have to find another buyer for them and might have to take less than fifteen percent.   
 
           Selling the diamonds was a bridge we’d cross when we got to it.  I wasn’t worried; Robbie had good connections for that sort of thing and knew the market. 
 
    ****** 
 
              We dropped Tommy at his rental car after we finished talking in the grocery store parking lot.  The three of us shook hands and reaffirmed our commitment to meet again on Friday as Tommy got out of the front seat of the car and I moved from where I’d been sitting in the rear to sit next to Norm.  Tommy had parked a couple of blocks away from the motel where we’d first met and walked to the meeting.  I appreciated his prudence and told him as much.  Tommy beamed and Norm nodded.  Everyone seemed satisfied with the plan. 
 
              It was early Tuesday afternoon.  Tommy would return his car to the Avis airport rental lot where he’d picked it up and fly out immediately “to get the stuff I’ll need.”  He’d drive back in time to meet Norm and me on Friday afternoon.  Tommy didn’t tell us where he was going and we didn’t ask.   
 
              If everything worked out, we’d hit the jewelry store Saturday night; if there were any hitches, we’d hit it exactly one week later.  We agreed that a Saturday night was the best time to do the job because it would give us all day Sunday to finish it up and get clear of the Phoenix area before the store’s employees come to work after the weekend and find the empty safe.   
 
      
 
                                   Chapter Six 
 
              Norm and I visited Tucson for the first time on the day after Tommy left to get “the stuff I’m gonna need.”  We drove down separately the first thing in the morning in two of our “just in case” backup cars, the second Ford and the Datsun.  Our plan was to leave one of the backup cars in a twenty-four-hour inside parking lot with monthly parking and return to Phoenix in the other.  It would give us a good chance to try the two cars out and make sure they would be dependable.   
 
              The drive to Tucson took longer than Norm and I expected.  As we finally approached the outskirts of the city, we were both no longer sure that our initial plan to commute from Phoenix every day was such a good idea.  Norm and I admitted as much to each other when we got to Tucson and stopped at a noisy kid-filled local McDonald’s for lunch. 
 
              Driving to Tucson had been mind-numbing and boring, what with the heavy traffic and the big trucks that made passing virtually impossible and going through a godforsaken desert complete with a dust storm and tacky tourist attractions.   
 
              One thing we particularly noticed and talked about afterwards was that there are only few side roads running into the highway; there would be little chance of getting around a highway patrol roadblock on the highway to Phoenix.  We agreed that maybe staying in Tucson until we finished the job might be a good idea after all—so long as we could get the hell out of there as soon as we had the diamonds and be long gone before anyone could sound the alarm.   
 
              Norm and I had no idea how to get to Robert Martin’s office once we reached Tucson.  All we knew was its street address.  I should have asked Jack and Helen for more details about finding it before I clipped them, but I hadn’t.  As a result, all I had was the name of the Martini’s company of financial advisors, its Tucson street address, and a fairly good description of Martini and his car—a beefy paisano wearing a Rolex, a gold chain, and obviously dyed black hair who drove a gaudy blue Cadillac convertible with a white top that he never put down. 
 
              Finding the street address of Martin’s office had been easy.  I’d googled Tucson financial advisors on the old Dell computer in an alcove off the lobby that passed as my motel’s business center.  Martin’s company had its own website touting its many years of experience giving investment advice and its “willingness to listen.” 
 
              We could, of course, have used the driving instructions feature of our cell phones or used them to look up the office address on MapQuest.  But I didn’t and I wouldn’t let Norm do it either; I never used a cell phone or computer for such purposes except in an absolute emergency, even when I had access to a prepaid burner.  Why?  Because I didn’t want to be caught with a phone and have an address or website inquiry on it to connect me to a job.  I’d been told by phone salesmen that my searches couldn’t be recovered, but I’d read too many stories about police and the feds hacking into computers and cell phone memories.   
 
    ****** 
 
              When we finished eating at McDonald’s, Norm did what he always did when he wanted to leave no record linking him to someplace, he asked someone how to find the street.  In this case, it was the cashier of the twenty-four-hour parking garage, which we found after we finished lunch, where Norm signed up and paid three months’ rent in advance for a year of parking for the Ford he’d driven to Tucson to park as an “escape car.” 
 
              Once the Ford was parked, we were both in the Datsun and neither Norm nor I had a clue as to what we would do after we found Martin’s financial office.  We’d watch it, we supposed, until Martin himself showed up—and then follow him until we could catch him for a private talk.  Norm didn’t ask me how it was that I knew what Martin looked like or what he drove.  He was pretty sure he knew. 
 
              Later that day, when Norm and I were driving back to Phoenix together in the Datsun and finally had a chance to really talk, we both agreed that Tucson was going to be difficult.  The Martini family’s financial services branch office was on the second floor of a large and modern office building.  Almost certainly the building and the office had a number of security cameras, and there was almost certainly an information desk in the building lobby.   
 
              Norm and I drove straight back to Scottsdale after we put our “just in case” Ford escape car in a long term parking lot with twenty-four hour access and drove past the Martini’s financial company’s branch office.  Tucson, we agreed, had been somewhat productive; we’d learned that we would have to talk to Roberto Martini at someplace other than at his office.  We’d also checked to make sure Norm’s new scanner picked up the local police frequencies. 
 
    ****** 
 
              Norm arranged a new motel room in a Phoenix suburb for our Friday rendezvous and for Tommy to use as a place to park his van and to sleep that night.  He explained to the desk clerk of the small and somewhat dilapidated highway motel that his credit card was almost completely maxed out and asked if he could prepay in cash for a quiet room in the back for one week.  He asked for a discount “because I’m a day sleeper so I won’t require maid service to come in and do the room.” 
 
              “Of course, sir,” said the middle-aged Indian man behind the counter “I can give you twenty percent off since you won’t require our cleaning service.”  He almost certainly owned the place and preferred cash that he could forget to report.  “We would be most pleased to accommodate you." 
 
              Norm immediately registered with a false ID and an inaccurate make and license number for his car and returned to the motel where he and I were actually staying.   
 
              “I found a good one, Cage, a real good one,” he said after he used his key to enter the room where I was lounging on one of its twin beds reading the local newspaper. 
 
              Thirty minutes later, I used a burner cell phone to text the name of the new motel and the room number to one of Robbie’s clean prepaid cell phones so he’d have it when Tommy called to get the location of the crew’s next meeting.  Norm had bought the phone and its prepaid time at a Phoenix Walmart a few hours earlier and all the numbers I texted to Robbie were adjusted to reflect the private code we used. 
 
    ****** 
 
              A bedraggled and obviously tired Tommy drove in late Friday morning and met Norm and me at a Pancake House to pick up the key to his motel room.  It was next door to mine; Norm had been using it until he moved over to use the other bed in mine.   
 
              Tommy was driving a non-descript white van with Oregon plates and it was packed with equipment and supplies.  The signs on both sides of the van and on its rear door said Patrick’s Cleaning Services in very large and readable orange letters.  Only if anyone had looked closely would they see that the company name and its telephone number had all been professionally painted on peel-off magnetic signs.   
 
              Robbie had been right; Tommy was a professional.  The Oregon plates on the van were undoubtedly stolen or switched and there was an Oregon area code on its phone number.  Norm and I couldn’t see what was underneath the deliberately memorable signs on the sides and rear of the van and we didn’t ask or try to look.  Tommy undoubtedly intended to drive out of town in a plain vanilla van with license plates for another state immediately after the job was finished.  We didn’t have a clue as to where that might be and we didn’t ask. 
 
              The three of us talked quietly both at lunch and then, after an obviously tired Tommy took a brief nap, we talked again when we had dinner together that evening at yet another of the Phoenix area’s innumerable coffee shops and strip mall restaurants. 
 
              We sat outside and the weather was surprisingly comfortable.  The place was crowded as we ate our hamburgers, but no one sat close enough to overhear us.  Tommy once again assured us that he was prepared to open any Worldwide safe if we could get him in and he had enough time.   
 
              “How much time is enough time?” I asked for the second time.  I wanted to be sure. 
 
              Tommy was not offended by my repeating the same question I’d asked earlier.  If anything, he was pleased that I understood and took seriously his time requirements and uncertainty. 
 
              “An hour if it’s small and easy, Cage, up to twenty-four if its new, big, and top of the line.  If we get in about three in the morning, we should be long gone by Sunday evening at the latest—God willing and the creeks don’t rise.” 
 
              Tommy’s accent was pure West Virginia or Kentucky mountain. 
 
    ****** 
 
              All three of us slept late and napped until a little before ten on Saturday night.  Then Norm and I put on our disguises and drove to Tommy’s motel to help him move his tools and supplies into one of the burner Fords Norm had bought from a Craigslist seller.  It was instantly apparent that it was going to be a tight fit for the three of us to get into the car along with Tommy’s big crowbars and other tools, two big acetylene tanks, and a very heavy wooden crate of explosives.   
 
              Tommy’s face took on a worried look as soon as he saw us drive up in the Ford. 
 
              “What’s wrong,” I demanded as I climbed out and shook the fake ponytail I had hanging out from under my New York Mets hat.  All three us were wearing cleaning service uniforms over our regular clothes.  Tommy had brought them.  The name on the pocket of my uniform was Jack. 
 
              “It’s not big enough, Cage, that’s what’s wrong.  There’s probably only enough room for two of my acetylene tanks at most.  I brought six and I may need them all if the safe’s a bitch to get into and I can’t blow it for some reason.  But there’s no way they’ll all fit in the car.  We might be able to squeeze in another tank if we leave the trunk open, but that’s it.” 
 
              My original plan had been for Norm to drop off Tommy and me and Tommy’s stuff off at the rear door of the jewelry store and then for Norm to drive his newly acquired Ford burner and park it in the lookout’s spot he’d selected.  He’d come back and get us and Tommy’s equipment when the job was finished.   
 
              It was a plan that wasn’t going to work because there was no way we could get everything into the car.  There was nothing to do but change the plan so that Tommy’s van carried his equipment and supplies to the jewelry store.  We had a lot of time, so the few additional minutes my new plan required wouldn’t make much difference, at least I hoped not. 
 
              “We’re going to change the plan a little,” I announced as I looked at Tommy’s van.  Then I explained what I had in mind.  The guys liked it. 
 
              Now Norm would drop only me off at the rear door while Tommy waited with his van a couple of blocks away.  I would enter through the rear and open the front door for Tommy to bring in his equipment and supplies into the store.  He wouldn’t come until I called and, when he did come, he’d do it in plain sight and enter through the front door as a normal cleaning service would probably do.   
 
              Once Tommy and his stuff were in, Tommy would set to work on the safe and I would close up the store and drive away in Tommy’s van.  I’d park it a couple of blocks away in the big parking lot of a twenty-four-hour Safeway grocery store and walk back to again enter from the rear.  I actually liked my new plan better than the old one now that I’d seen the signage on Tommy’s van; blatantly entering the store as if you belonged there would look less suspicious to anyone passing by. 
 
              “If we are gonna do that, we ought to put Arizona plates on the van so it doesn’t look out of place while it’s unloading out front,” Norm suggested. 
 
              “No problem,” I said.  “We’ll swap the Oregon plates on Tommy’s van with the Arizona plates on the burner you’re driving.” 
 
      
 
                            Chapter Seven 
 
              We checked our cell phones once again to make sure we still had each other’s numbers on speed dial in case we got disconnected, and then pulled out of the parking lot behind the motel at about fifteen minutes before three.  Phoenix’s streets were deserted.  We saw a few cars going back and forth and watched as a City of Phoenix police car pulled into an all-night coffee shop that had a couple of cars parked in front of it. 
 
              It was going to be a long night so I had a phone charger in one of my overall’s baggy pockets for me and Tommy to use; Norm had two fully charged phones and a charger that plugged into his car’s cigarette lighter.  Once we were in the jewelry store and cracking the safe was underway, Norm would listen constantly on both phones and the police scanner while waiting for us to call for a pickup or rescue.  He’d talk only if there was something to report—such as an unexpected visitor or a prowling police or security company car.   
 
    ****** 
 
              Norm drove around the corner of the long strip mall to drive behind it to the jewelry store’s rear door—and stopped in surprise.  It was dark in the alley behind the deserted strip mall, but there was enough starlight and moonlight so that we could see the dim outline of two cars parked at the jewelry store’s rear door.  The cars were dark and no one appeared to be about, at least not that we could see.   
 
              “What the fuck is this?” Norm muttered.   
 
              “I don’t know, but I’m sure as hell going to find out,” I said as I dug out my night vision scope and took a quick look.   
 
              “They’re putting out heat, but it doesn’t look like anyone’s in them.  Stay here in the car with the engine running in case we have to leave in a hurry; I’ll walk the rest of the way and check them out.”   
 
              I started to tell Norm to use his night vision scope, but I didn’t when I realized he was already holding it up to his eye and adjusting it.   
 
              Everything was still as I quietly opened the car door, got out, and then closed it only so far as the first click.  Then I opened the right rear door and took the shotgun off the floor of the back seat and unrolled the blanket that had been wrapped around it to conceal it from prying eyes.  It was already loaded and I was wearing gloves and a ski mask as my crews all did whenever possible when we were on a job.  The hair from my ponytail wig was hanging out from under the back of my mask. 
 
              I walked silently towards the two cars with my left hand holding my night vision glass to my eye and carrying the shotgun in my right hand with my finger near the trigger.  I could clearly see the outline of the cars from the heat they were giving off so I knew they’d been driven in the past few hours.  
 
              There was no sign of body heat.  They were empty.  Even so, when I reached the cars, I cautiously looked in the window of one, and then the other.  Nothing.  At that point, I waved a nothing gesture towards Norm and motioned him to stay put by holding up the palm of my hand.  It was pitch dark in the alley behind the strip mall, but I knew Norm was watching with his night scope and could see me.  
 
              After I finished checking out the cars, I moved to the rear door of the jewelry store and put my ear against it to listen.  Nothing.  I could hear nothing.  I tried to slowly and gently turn the doorknob.  It didn’t move.  Locked.  Once again I put my ear up against the door and listened.  Still nothing. 
 
              Very slowly and quietly I stood in the darkness and put my night vision scope in my pocket and pulled out the key Helen Douglass, or whatever her name was, had given me.  I had a moment of trouble finding the key hole and getting the key inserted, but I got it done.  Then I put my ear up against the door and listened as I turned the key.  There was a soft click that I felt more than I heard as the key drew the lock’s bolt out of the doorjamb.  I listened again.  Still nothing.  So I put the key in my pocket and grasped the door knob with my left hand and began slowly turning it, all the while holding my shotgun in my right hand. 
 
             I turned the door knob as far it would go and very slowly eased the door open enough so that I could look in through the crack of the slightly open door.  What I could see was a hallway dimly lit from the light in a room whose door was cracked open and a green light on the alarm panel to indicate the alarm was turned off.  Suddenly, I heard a voice and a clattering metallic sound as something heavy was dropped or thrown on the floor.  The voice had a distinct East Coast accent. 
 
           “Fer chrissake, how much longer do you think this is going to take, Tomas?  Someone’s gonna see the cars out back and come looking to see what the fuck we’re doing?” 
 
           “Don’t fuckin worry about it, Eddie, don’t fuckin worry about it,” another voice said with some authority and sarcasm in it.  “No one’s gonna come.  Besides, we’re good if they do.  We work for the owner of the fuckin building, remember?” 
 
              “What I don’t understand is why the boss don’t just wait for Jack to show up and open it Monday?” someone else said. 
 
              Three of them; there are at least three of them, I thought to myself.  And at least one of them knows Douglass is never coming back and one of them doesn’t. 
 
    ****** 
 
              I slowly reached up with my left hand to adjust my ski mask, all the time keeping a firm grip on my shotgun.  I knew exactly why they weren’t waiting for Jack Douglass to come and open the place up, and I wondered who else also knew he was dead.  One thing was sure; I wasn’t going to let anyone see my face until I knew more about what was happening here and why. 
 
              “Holy shit,” one of the men screamed as I stepped into the room wearing my ski mask and pointing my buckshot-loaded shotgun at them.  The men were truly surprised.  They all three jumped and gasped; there was a loud clang as the man standing in front of the safe dropped a crowbar onto the floor and stood gaping at me with his mouth open.  One of the men, the one closest to me, was so startled that he tripped over an acetylene tank and almost fell.  
 
              I started to tell them to raise their hands.  But I didn’t have a chance to get it out before one of the men reached for a pistol he had in a shoulder holster of the type police detectives and I sometimes use.  The man’s move was almost an instinctive reaction instead of something that was well thought out and deliberate.  It didn’t make any difference. 
 
              “Boom! ... Boom!” went my 12-gauge.  The shots followed one another so closely that they made what sounded like one long roar.  The would-be shooter’s feet actually left the floor and he went flying backwards up against the wall with his eyes almost popping out of his head.  Two rounds of buckshot in your stomach at close range will do that for you every time, I thought as the man bounced off the wall and dropped to the floor.  The noise was deafening. 
 
              Then everything went to hell as far as I was concerned  The other two men instinctively ducked at the tremendously loud noise and went for their guns.  Another loud boom from my shotgun reverberated through the room and turned the head of one of them into a mass of red jelly as the buckshot slugs splattered the room behind him with blood and brains.  It was almost as if a rope had been tied around the man’s legs and jerked them out from under him.   
 
             The third man froze with his hand on the gun in the holster clipped to his belt.  He hadn’t even had time to unbutton the leather safety strap that prevented his pistol from falling out when he leaned over.  Then, to my  absolute astonishment, he suddenly began to smile and unbuttoned the safety strap.  He was about thirty-five years old, solidly built, and had a little pencil mustache. 
 
              He grinned at me and proudly announced as he slowly and arrogantly began to pull out his pistol.  “I counted; that’s three and you’re out.  You’re mine, you bastard." 
 
            The loud and reverberating boom from my fourth shot pushed the would-be shooter up against the wall and left him standing.  He had an incredulous look on his face; he couldn’t believe he’d just been killed. 
 
             “It holds five,” I said as the third man slowly slid down the wall leaving a big red smear behind him.  “Three’s the limit if you’re hunting ducks; you ain’t no duck.” 
 
    ****** 
 
              My cell phone was vibrating in my pocket.  I had turned off the ringer when I entered the building.  It was Norm. 
 
              “I’m here,” I answered.  “Did you hear anything?” 
 
              “Did I hear anything? Jesus, what happened?” 
 
              “They got stupid and went for their guns, that’s what happened.” 
 
              Norm started to say something, but I cut him off. 
 
              “Stay on your phone and listen.  But shut the fuck up unless it’s important.” 
 
    ****** 
 
              No one had heard the noise of my shotgun or, if they did, appeared interested enough to stop and check it out.  Best of all, according to Norm, there was nothing about it on the local  police radio.  Even so, Norm put on his ski mask and drove his car forward and into position opposite the store’s rear door so he’d be able to pick me up more quickly if we had to leave in a hurry.  He also checked to make sure all of the car’s doors were unlocked so I could get in quickly if necessary.  Of course, he did; someone might have called it in.   
 
              We waited for ten anxious minutes with me moving back and forth between the rear of the building and looking out at the parking lot in front to see if anyone was coming.  Nothing.   
 
              I decided to go ahead with the job at some point.  I didn’t see any sense in leaving the diamonds behind just because some fools from one of New York’s crime families got themselves killed, particularly after my guys and I had gone to such lengths to get them for ourselves.  I made the decision as I moved back and forth between looking out the front windows to see if anyone was coming and looking for the wallets and cell phones of the men I’d killed.   
 
              After ten minutes, as our anxieties slowly subsided, Norm nodded in response to the thumbs up and “go ahead” wave of my hand out the back door, and drove off to his lookout position.  I immediately called Tommy and told him to come on in, the coast was clear.  He had not been on the line listening. 
 
              Tommy and his van showed up at the front door of the jewelry store five minutes later.  Norm had moved into his lookout position by the time I took off my hot and itchy, woolen ski mask and unlocked the front door to help Tommy unload his van and get his stuff inside.  Tommy had been too far away to hear the noise and didn’t know there had been a problem.  I didn’t tell him about it; I just unlocked the front door and went out to help him. 
 
           A big industrial-size floor polisher was the first thing out of his van.  Tommy placed it so that it would be the first thing anyone would see if they drove in to investigate the van.  He placed a couple of cans of solvent next to it and then a carpet cleaning machine.  Only when the decoy equipment and supplies were in place in the parking lot did we unload the explosives and cutting and drilling equipment and carry them straight into the jewelry store.   
 
              The decoy equipment was the last thing we carried in before I locked the front door.  Tommy pointed to where he wanted them—so they could be seen if anyone looked into the store to see what was happening.  I smiled and nodded my approval when Tommy unscrewed the cap on the five-gallon can of cleaning solvent and laid it on the floor next to the can so it could be seen by anyone looking in the window and unrolled the electric cord of the carpet cleaner and plugged it in.   
 
              Robbie  had been right to suggest him for the crew; the man was a pro and there was no half way about it.   
 
    ****** 
 
              Tommy didn’t find out about the shooting and the dead men until all of his equipment and supplies were inside, his decoy cleaning equipment had been set out where it could be seen, and the front door used by the store’s customers had been locked behind him.  When he finally did see the backroom where the safe and the jewelers’ work tables were located, he nearly fainted.  He wasn’t used to seeing dead men, and there was blood and gore everywhere.  He turned white, began shaking, and turned around to run. 
 
              “Oh my God; oh my God.  What happened, Cage?” 
 
              “Someone beat us here, that’s what happened.  It was self-defense.  They went for their guns when I came in and didn’t get them out fast enough,” I said as I blocked Tommy’s way to the door and grabbed him around the shoulders to keep him from leaving. 
 
              It took only a short time for me to calm Tommy down.  I had to convince him that what I’d done was done in self-defense, and that we might as well proceed with the job since we were already here.  It didn’t take very long to convince him because it suddenly dawned on Tommy what might happen if he tried to back out and leave me and Norm in the lurch after having come so far.   
 
              The reality was that Tommy knew too much and was either going to stay with us and share the take or go out feet first.  I watched as he swallowed hard, shook his head as if to clear out some cobwebs, and got to work examining the safe and setting up his equipment.  I began dragging the bodies out of the way so he’d have room to work. 
 
              The plan had been for me to drive Tommy's van to a grocery store a couple of blocks away once it was emptied and walk back to the jewelry store.  But now I didn’t trust him not to run.  So I called Norm and told him to leave his car and walk over and get Tommy’s van.  I went out the front door and put the key under the front tire on the driver’s side of the van so Norm could get it without having to come to the jewelry store door.  It was gone thirty minutes later when I looked out at the parking lot in front of the store.   
 
           A few minutes later my cell phone vibrated.  Norm was calling in to report that he’d retrieved the van and driven it to the nearby Safeway shopping center where I had planned to park it until we were ready to leave.  So far, Norm reported, no one seemed interested in the store and there had been nothing related to it on the police scanner.  The sun was just coming up on what was almost certainly going to be another boiling hot day. 
 
    ****** 
 
              “This isn’t going to work, Cage; I’ll have to blow it,” Tommy finally said as once again the safe defeated his efforts to cut into it with the torch and pry it open.  It was just before ten on a sunny Arizona Sunday morning.  The heat was already pushing one hundred.  Norm had been running the air conditioning in his car constantly since the sun came up.  He’d just informed us that he would have to get his gas tank refilled in another hour or so because “it’s goddamn hot out here in the sun and I got to run the engine to keep the air conditioning going.”  
 
              I watched as Tommy began carefully molding what looked like Play-Doh and pressing it into the various cracks and holes he had drilled and pried into the safe's door.  He must have known what I was thinking because he suddenly said, “Don’t worry about me, Cage; I won’t rat you out.  I know what would happen to me if I did.  I can do time if I get caught; I can’t do dead.” 
 
              “That’s good to know.” I finally said.  I’d been thinking about it and had already decided not to kill Tommy.  It would make it more difficult to recruit men and get gigs in the future.  Running a crew is a tough business; you’re always walking a fine line between safety today and future opportunities 
 
               About thirty minutes later, Tommy said he was ready.  Norm, however, almost simultaneously announced the bad news.  Someone had just parked in front of the dress shop two doors down and gone inside.  We waited anxiously and Norm drove off to find some gasoline. 
 
              More than an hour passed before my cell phone vibrated.  It was Norm and he had good news. 
 
              “She’s coming out. ... getting into her car. ... She’s gone; the coast is clear.” 
 
              I nodded to Tommy and he nodded back.  We’d been busy while we waited and had already run a line between the explosives and the back door.  Tommy quickly and carefully attached the main line to various small wires he’d already stuck into the doughy explosives packed around the safe’s door.  Then, after I made one last check with Norm to confirm the coast was clear, and looked for myself at the parking lots both in the front and rear of the store, Tommy and I pulled on our ski masks in case there was a camera we didn’t know about, and we moved out the rear door with me unrolling a spool of wire behind us and Tommy carrying a metal box 
 
              Neither of us liked being out in the open, let alone being out in the searing heat of a summer day in Phoenix wearing ski masks.  We’d have to rip them off if someone came around the back of the strip mall, but I wasn’t about to argue when Tommy insisted that we needed to get well away from the safe, put the bare concrete blocks of the strip mall’s rear wall between ourselves and the blast, and use the dead men’s cars for extra protection.  He was the specialist; if he said we needed to protect ourselves by hiding behind the cars, then that’s what we were going to do. 
 
              We weren’t out in the sun unrolling wire for long, just a few brisk seconds.  Tommy connected the line he had unrolled to the metal box as soon as we got behind the dead men’s cars.  Then he motioned for me to join him in hunkering down behind the cars for extra protection.   
 
              “Standby,” I said into my Bluetooth mic so Norm would know we were about to blow the safe.  A couple of seconds later Tommy screwed a little handle into the top of the box, took a deep breath, and pushed down on it. 
 
              There was loud and distinctive whump from inside the jewelry store. 
 
              Tommy immediately handed me the metal box, said he was going back inside to check out the safe; he told me I should start rolling up the wire and bring everything back inside.   
 
              He was smiling like a kid with both hands in a candy box. 
 
    ****** 
 
               The good news was that the door to the safe was hanging off to the side on one hinge and Norm reported that no one seemed to have noticed the explosion; the bad news was that one of the jewelry store’s big front windows was visibly cracked and the whole store, including its display room, which could be seen from street, was filled with smoke.  The next person who pulled into the parking lot near the store might see the smoke even though the lights were off in the retail area and the glass was slightly tinted.   
 
              There was no time to lose—or maybe there was because some of the great cloud of smoke and dust would almost certainly billow out if we opened either of the doors to leave with the diamonds and remove the equipment that could be tied to Tommy.  I couldn’t decide. 
 
              “Bring the van to the back door and hurry,” I told Norm with intense urgency as I coughed from the effects of the smoke and dust.  “Back it in and open the rear door so we can load fast and get the hell out of here.  But don’t open the door until I tell you; it’s still smoky as hell in here.” 
 
              I said it into my Bluetooth mic as I was standing in front of the safe hurriedly pulling out the sacks of diamonds and throwing them into the black plastic garbage bags we’d brought for the purpose.  I’d expected to find one big sack of diamonds, but there were a number of small sacks.  The diamonds apparently had been sorted and graded, or maybe there had always been a number of small pouches.  It didn’t matter; we had them and I was damn well going to take them all.  There were also numerous small boxes and trays of jewelry. 
 
              While I was standing in the smoke dumping the pouches and jewels into the garbage sacks, a coughing and swearing Tommy was hurriedly moving through the now-receding cloud of smoke and dust to assemble his tools and equipment by the back door. 
 
              “Check the front parking lot,” I shouted at Tommy at one point.  “See if anyone’s out there.”  There wasn’t. 
 
    ****** 
 
               Ten minutes later the smoke and dust had mostly settled and the three of us in our ski masks were hurriedly loading everything into the back of the van.  When we finished, we made a final inspection of the store to make sure we’d removed everything we’d brought into it including the empty acetylene tanks.  I even flushed the toilet three times and used toilet paper to wipe it and the floor in front of it clean in case either of us had missed.  We’d worn gloves and neither ate nor smoked the entire time, but Tommy and I had each pissed and shit at least once. 
 
              “We should be good,” I said as Tommy drove us in his van to where Norm’s car was parked.  “But the shit’s going to hit the fan no later than tomorrow morning when the employees come to work.” 
 
              “If not sooner,” offered Norm drily.  He had seen the destroyed safe, the effects of the explosion, and the three bodies.  Tommy just nodded.  I could see that he was still worried about me.  
 
      
 
                                 Chapter Eight  
 
              A much-relieved Tommy was already on the road and heading out of town to some unknown destination by the time Norm had driven me to my “safe” car and we ditched his burner.  He had undoubtedly already changed his license plates to those of a new state and pulled the magnetic signs off his van.  Tommy had worked through Robbie previously and was confident that his share of the take would be forwarded to him.  He also knew the size of his share would be significant.  It was little wonder that he was effusive in his enthusiasm once he knew I wasn’t going to eliminate him as a potential witness. 
 
              “Anytime, Cage, anytime.  Just let me know.  You can always reach me through Robbie or Jack Sloane in Pittsburg.”  
 
              I used my Toyota safe car to drop Norm off at the little airfield where his plane was tied down in the transit parking area and drove off immediately.  As soon as Norm got out of the car, I shouted “see you later,” waved goodbye, and began driving away from Phoenix with the garbage bags full of diamonds and assorted jewelry in the suitcases in the back of the SUV I had driven into town from Dallas more than a week earlier. 
 
              The Toyota’s free and clear Texas title was properly signed over to the name on my Vermont driver’s license, Benjamin something or other.  It was a good and valid license even though the name and address on it were false.  I had gotten it in Burlington a couple of years ago when I went up there to check out joining a crew being put together for a vault job.  The driver’s license, a Visa debit card in the same name, and a reasonably priced parking lot that I let a parking lot management company manage were all that had come out of the trip. 
 
              I drove all night and all the next day without ever going more than a mile or two over the speed limit.  As soon as it had gotten dark, I’d begun throwing pieces of my disguise and clothes out of the window every hour or so along the way.  Most importantly, I took the shotgun apart and dropped the pieces into the Salt River as I crossed the bridge; I kept the new and unused two-shot derringer I’d bought in Dallas to replace the one I had immediately taken apart and ditched after my fiasco in Chicago.  Guns are easy to buy in Texas. 
 
              As you might imagine, I was absolutely exhausted when I reached Oklahoma City more than eighteen hours later and checked into a  Motel Eight to get some much-needed sleep. 
 
              The next morning, I left the motel and checked into the Four Seasons Hotel three miles away as Benjamin Evans of Milwaukee, Wisconsin.  It was a fake name that matched my driver’s license, car registration, and a valid but rarely used Visa debit card that a Chase bank branch had given me when I’d presented my fake driver’s license and opened an account for the Vermont parking lot being managed for me by a local management company.  
 
              As soon as I checked in, I picked up a new cell phone and number at one of Oklahoma City’s several Walmarts and called Pencie to suggest she “fly in to Milwaukee for a couple of days of golf.”  She would, in fact, fly into Oklahoma City because that’s where she’d been told to come if I called and mentioned Milwaukee.  I wasn’t taking any chances in case someone was listening, not with both the police and the Mob after my ass. 
 
    ****** 
 
                It was a much-needed lovely and restful vacation that alternated between sleep, sex, golf, and good food.  Every couple of days I’d take some of the diamonds and jewelry out of the trunk of my car and mail them to Robbie in a Priority Mail Flat Rate box.  I didn’t bother to insure them.  The post office is very dependable.  I also called and asked Robbie if he knew anyone who could help me with a couple of special requests. 
 
              Robbie would repackage the diamonds and jewelry into new flat rate boxes and mail them on to the fences in Las Vegas and New Orleans who had agreed to buy them at a recent pawnbrokers convention.  According to Robbie, the eye’s of a couple of the association’s members had lit up and they had nodded their understanding and interest when he casually volunteered that he’d heard that someone had a large volume of discounted jewelry and stones for sale if the price was right, an amount far too large for him to handle.   
 
              Each of them had contacted him privately and they’d negotiated without ever writing anything down or saying anything out loud—by holding hands and tapping the palm of Robbie’s hand with fingers once for each one percent they’d pay of each shipment’s wholesale value in used twenty and hundred dollar bills.   
 
              Robbie would securely tape wrapping paper around each Priority Mail box as it arrived and, without ever opening it, in order to keep his hands clean, FedEx it to a potential buyer.  The proceeds from the fence would be mailed back to Robbie in one hundred dollar bills in similar fashion.  Robbie would open these boxes and repack the cash into new Priority Mail boxes and mail them onward, less the ten percent he retained for his services, according to the arrangements he had with Tommy and me.  Robbie was very careful: handling and forwarding stolen diamonds is illegal; handling and forwarding cash is legal. 
 
               I always received Norm’s share of the cash from a job as well as my own.  Both Norm’s shares and mine would come in a Priority Mail Fixed Rate box to Robert Anderson at Box 1219, Mailboxes USA, Whittier, California.  I would similarly send Norm’s share to one of Norm’s mail drops.  It was a system Robbie and I and Norm had used for years in order to work together.  Norm and Robbie didn’t know of each other or of Pencie’s existence and never would; the fences similarly didn’t know either the source of the diamonds and jewels or who ended up with the money and never would.  It was understood by everyone how extremely severe the consequences would be if they did not perform or revealed anyone else’s name.   
 
              It was a good system with Robbie, FedEx, and the post office providing honest services that enabled others to get away with committing crimes against companies and organizations that could afford them.  Robbie, for example, carefully reported his ten percent on his income tax returns as “brokerage service income” which was exactly what it was, and paid taxes on it.  He assumed each of the others of us did as well, but he never asked.  He considered himself, as he had told me on several occasions, to be functioning as a poor man’s Swiss bank. 
 
              The Swiss banks provided all sorts of personal services for their preferred clients in order to keep them in business.  So did Robbie—which was good thing because I had a "special request" related to my plan for dealing with the New York Mob.  He would send my special request to a mail drop I set up in Santa Fe a couple of days ago when Pencie and I drove up for a visit because she wanted to see all the art galleries she had read about but had never before had a chance to visit.   
 
    ****** 
 
              Pencie smiled and we shared a big hug as she dropped me at the Oklahoma City airport two weeks later in time for me to catch a flight that connected to Albuquerque.  “Take care of yourself, Cage,” was all she said as we parted.  She would drive back to our home in Southern California in my clean Texas Toyota and register it under my alias as its new buyer, and then sell it, without knowing where I was going or who I was meeting or why.  She sort of trusted me and was probably the only person in the world that did or should. 
 
              Norm was already on his way to meet me in Albuquerque.  He would fly his own plane, complete with a newly painted and totally false registration number, into a small uncontrolled airfield on the outskirts of the city and we would rendezvous at a cheap downtown motel.  Then we’d spend a few days acquiring whatever additional supplies and equipment we might need and drive to Arizona.  I’d already decided that we would stay in a suburb south of Phoenix and commute to Tucson each day despite the horrible road between Phoenix and Tucson. 
 
              It didn’t surprise me at all to find Norm waiting for me in the motel’s coffee shop when I came in from the Albuquerque airport in an Uber car.  He’d already rented a Chrysler four-door from Hertz for us to use until we could replace it with a newly bought used car from a local Craigslist seller that we could drive to Phoenix and use as our safe car. 
 
              Our reunion at the motel was exactly what you would expect when two men meet again after recently sharing an exciting and mutually profitable big score.  We were pleased to see each other and shook hands warmly.  Norm had already gotten rooms for us, so he took me to mine and waited while I quickly unpacked.  It didn’t take long.  I was traveling light and both of us were ravenously hungry and anxious to get to a restaurant and talk. 
 
              After dinner and a long talk about how we might proceed, we went back to our two side-by-side motel rooms with a connecting door between them.  It had been a long day of traveling and we were both exhausted.  We had talked as we ate dinner about everything from how soon the diamonds and jewelry would be sold and we would begin receiving our money to the chances of the Chicago Cubs reaching the World Series.   
 
              What we were going to do next was pretty much settled by the time we finished eating.  Tomorrow we’ll go shopping for the safe car and some guns—legal shotguns from Walmart and a used car with valid plates and a clean title to be our safe car.  When we get to Arizona, we’ll buy a couple of burner cars to use locally and immediately abandon after the job.  We’d never go near the two burner cars we used on the jewelry store job and left on the street with their keys in the ignition.  Norm and I are professionals; we’d never knowingly keep anything that might be used to tie us to a job. 
 
              The jewelry store safe-cracking and the various murders associated with it had disappeared from the Arizona news on the Internet more than a week ago.  It was old news.  It hadn’t even made the Albuquerque papers. 
 
    ****** 
 
              Both Norm and I are early risers.  By seven the next morning we were sitting across from each other on the somewhat worn seats of Susan's Pancake House sipping coffee and eagerly waiting for our breakfasts to arrive.  They had my favorite—strawberry crepes with whipped cream. 
 
              “Here’s one that looks interesting,” Norm said as he wrote down a telephone number on a scrap of paper and tucked it into his shirt pocket.  He was searching the local Craigslist for late model cars on the cheap laptop he’d purchased for cash when he landed for a refueling stop in Carson City and took a taxi into town to go shopping.  The laptop would be taken apart and “disappeared” when the job was finished. 
 
              Norm was looking for a car with clean paperwork that we could buy and drive to Phoenix.  We’d park it to be the “safe getaway car” we’d use to drive back to Albuquerque after the hit.  Whether I’d return with him to Albuquerque or go off in another direction in another safe car would depend on the circumstances.  Money was not an issue so we decided to get another safe car in Phoenix just in case we needed two. 
 
              At the moment, the plan was for us to drive to Phoenix and buy a couple of local cars with Arizona plates to use on the job and a second safe car.  We would fill each of them with gas and with water and snacks and then park it so it would be immediately available when it was time to leave.   
 
              If all went well, we would drive the safe car with New Mexico plates out of Phoenix and back to Albuquerque as soon as the job in Tucson was over.  Alternately, of course, I could leave Arizona in the other safe car or Norm might use it to drive back to Albuquerque before I talked to Martini and then fly in to pick me up as soon as I finished “talking” to him.  Hiding out in a local motel room or newly rented house or apartment after we hit Martini was not an option; that was inevitably the first place the police and Mob would look.   
 
              Carson City was also where Norm bought the new phones and telephone numbers we would need for our business in Tucson.  Norm knew that he and I would need new pre-paid burner cell phones, so he’d taken advantage of a package deal the Carson City Verizon store was offering and bought four new cell phones and new numbers “for my family” as well as a couple of Bluetooths with ear buds and mics.  They’d replace the phones we had ditched along the way as we were leaving Phoenix.  The clerk was very helpful.  He set them up so the phones could speed-dial each other and showed Norm how to hook them into the two Bluetooths. 
 
              Norm and I had decided that first thing after we finished breakfast, before we went shopping for a car, we would drive in Norm’s Hertz rental to the nearest Walmart to buy a pair of 12-gauge automatic shotguns, hunting licenses, and four boxes of #6 birdshot “for the coming hunting season.”  We wanted to look like honest hunters or skeet shooters so we would, of course, buy regular shotguns, not those with pistol grips or tactical handles.  After we buy the shotguns, one or the other of us would duck into a local gun shop and separately buy a box of the buckshot with which we’d load our newly acquired weapons.   
 
              The birdshot was strictly for show in case we were stopped; the buckshot was for business and what we’d actually load when the time came to discuss matters with Roberto Martini who, as I knew from talking to the late Helen Douglass, was doing business in Tucson as Robert Martin to his customers and “Big Bobby” to his crew. 
 
              As usual, we’d pay cash for the cars and everything else.  And we could—at my request, Robbie had sent a Priority Mail box to an Oklahoma City mail drop I had set up while I was waiting for Pencie.  In the box was some of the money I was due from the diamonds along with my special request for another hard-to-get FBI identification card and badge.   
 
              One of Robbie’s pawnbroker friends had been happy to provide the badge and an FBI identification card with a good picture of me on it for only six thousand dollars.  The badge itself, of course, was also a fake, but much better than the one I’d shown Helen Douglass.  I figured I might need it to fool Martin who probably had seen a real one from time to time, or to use it to bluff my way past the police.  The note Robbie sent with the ID card and badge said they had been made by the same companies who made the real ones and should be good so long as no one actually ran the numbers on them.  I tore up the note and flushed it down a toilet. 
 
    ****** 
 
              “Not bad,” was Norm’s comment to the anxious seller, a middle-aged woman who apparently was babysitting her grandchildren, when he returned from taking her non-descript grey Honda SUV for a test ride.  I had waited with her because she couldn’t leave her grandchildren and had seemed more than a little anxious about letting two strange men drive off in her car.   
 
               Norm and I had immediately picked up on the woman’s anxiety.  He was the car guy, so I’d given a resigned sigh and asked if I could wait with her “so George wouldn’t be distracted while he checks out your car.”  It was a major concession so far as I’m concerned because I absolutely can’t stand children, especially young ones like her grandchildren, who constantly shriek and scream all the time.   
 
              Fortunately, the three kids, all girls, had quickly gotten bored with listening to the two of us make small talk about the weather; they’d run off to the swing set or toys or whatever the hell she had in her backyard for them to play with.  Their harried grandmother had promptly left me alone and hurried after them.  As a result, and to my great relief, I got to stand alone in the driveway in the shade of the garage and wait for Norm to return with her car.  The heat was terrible; just the act of getting out of our rental car and standing in the shade caused me to sweat profusely.  I was just starting to get back in the rental car to turn on the air conditioning when Norm returned. 
 
                The woman came hurrying back when Norm pulled into the driveway.  It seemed to me that he’d been gone forever.  The screams and shrieks of the children to say nothing of the look on my face, resulted in Norm giving me a grin and a “gotcha” smirk as he climbed out of the car.  Then he really rubbed it in by asking, “Did you miss me while I was gone, Cage?” under his breath as he hurried past me to join the woman who was standing in the shade by the garage. 
 
              “I knew you wouldn’t want to take a check,” Norm told the anxious woman as he stepped into the shade, “so on the way over here we stopped at the bank and I got cash.  I’ll give you ninety-eight hundred cash for it.”  It was just under the asking price she’d put in her ad and well above what she had been expecting. 
 
              The much-relieved and clearly delighted woman accepted immediately.  The money was counted out into her hand as we stood there and George Warmuth, the name on the perfectly valid Oklahoma driver’s license in Norm’s wallet, was recorded on the car’s title as being its new owner effective that date.  
 
              Norm drove the Honda and I drove his Hertz rental when we returned to our motel.  I was in a much better mood now that I was away from the children and out of the heat.  As I followed Norm back to the motel, I decided that there was no sense in waiting in Albuquerque any longer.  It was too damn hot and we had acquired almost everything we thought we might need for Tucson.  It was time to check out of our motel, return the rental car to the Hertz station at the airport, and head for Arizona in the Honda SUV “to get it over with so we can go home.” 
 
               I wasn’t looking forward to the next few days. “It’s hotter than hell in Albuquerque, and Phoenix is going to be much worse,” Norm had mournfully announced at breakfast after he checked out the weather forecast on his new laptop. 
 
              “Look at it this way, Cage,” Norm said in one of his rare moments of levity after we pulled into our motel’s parking lot and I told him of my decision to leave immediately, “no one in his right mind goes to Phoenix this time of year because it’s too hot.  We won’t have any trouble finding a place to stay even if get there late tonight.” 
 
              I laughed; it was the first time I’d ever heard Norm make a joke.  Later I decided he meant it literally and was merely stating a fact. 
 
      
 
                              Chapter Nine 
 
              Phoenix’s weather wasn’t as bad as we expected, at least not when we finally pulled into a big and impersonal Best Western motel just off the interstate a few minutes before midnight.  We were both tired and ready to quit for the day.  That we were bushed and more than ready to stop was not surprising—we’d taken turns at the wheel and driven straight through except for a couple of pit stops to gas up, use the shitter and buy some snacks, and refill the portable plastic coffee cups we’d bought at the first of the three twenty-four-hour truck stops where we stopped to refuel and change drivers.  Mine had a goddamn pink rabbit on it that I hadn’t noticed until I had it halfway full of coffee. 
 
              We hadn’t taken any chances about getting stopped by the police or having our travel to Phoenix recorded in any way.  We paid cash for everything and set the cruise control at three miles over the speed limit.  Our two shotguns were disassembled and gift wrapped in their original boxes under a blanket in the rear of the SUV.  Everything else was either on hangers  on the clothes hooks so that the rear door windows were partially covered or in two carry-on suitcases on the back seat, the kind with wheels that you can pull through an airport. 
 
              “Not bad, Cage, not bad at all.”  That was Norm’s comment as he climbed out of the car and stretched after driving for the past three hours.  He was referring to both the heat and the look of the Best Western motel where we’d stopped.  It was modern enough to be comfortable and large enough for us to be ignored and forgotten.  Even so, since our story always was that we’d “just arrived and were passing through,” we’d find someplace else to stay tomorrow. After that, the first thing would be to get our new SUV ready to leave in a hurry and find someplace safe to park it.  Norm’s plane in Albuquerque was already fueled and ready to go on a moment’s notice. 
 
    ****** 
 
              It took us the entire next day to get ready for our first trip back to Tucson.  After breakfast, we gassed up our Honda SUV safe car with New Mexico plates and filled it with the bottled water and the snacks that we would need if we had to make a hurried departure and get well clear of the Phoenix area in a hurry.  Then we used it to look for the first of the two cars we would buy with Arizona plates, the burner cars we’d use for the Tucson job and then abandon.  We’d park the Honda SUV in a long term parking lot in Phoenix as soon as we bought them. 
 
           The first Craigslist car we looked at was an older, non-descript blue Lexus sedan.  It was more than adequate so we bought it and immediately used it to check into an older and almost empty highway motel in Tempe, the Phoenix suburb where Arizona State University is located.  By the time we bought the Lexus and found a covered long term parking lot for the Honda, we were more than ready for a late lunch.   
 
              My plan was to check out of the motel where we’d spent the night and into a new one each day—just travelers passing through Arizona on our way to someplace else.  The only thing special about us is that we would always pay cash and never offer a credit card or use the same name or give the clerk an accurate description of our car. 
 
              It was early evening by the time we bought a second “leave behind” burner car off Craigslist, a bland, grey Ford Explorer four-door.  Tomorrow morning, I would drive the Lexus to Tucson and Norm would follow me in the Ford.  
 
              We were going to Tucson to check out Martini’s office once again and to carry supplies of bottled water and snacks to put in the backup car we already had in Tucson.  If we were lucky, we’d spot Martin and be able to follow him to someplace where we could question him.  The chances of that happening were slim, but, after thinking about it, I told Norm to put the shotguns in the trunk, but leave them disassembled and wrapped up in their boxes.   
 
              “We’ll take them to Tucson in case we get lucky.” 
 
              I didn’t tell Norm I was wearing an over/under derringer in my spring-loaded wrist holster.  He didn’t know I always carry one when I’m on a job as well as a small .22-caliber Beretta in an ankle holster.  No one knew about them, not even Pencie. 
 
    ******   
 
              The drive to Tucson in the Lexus in the morning was every bit as awful as it had been the last time, maybe even worse because of the heat and the blinding sun coming out of an absolutely cloudless sky.  We took both cars.  I drove the Lexus; Norm drove the Ford and followed me. 
 
              “Goddamnit, Cage,” he said at one point when we stopped for a cup of coffee, “we’ve got to waste this bastard so I can get home and get out of this heat. I’ve got to get home.  I’ve got two daughters about to go off to college and there’s no telling what they’re up to with their goddamn no-account boyfriends.” 
 
              “How come you got two starting at the same time, Norm?  Twins?”  I was trying to distract him. 
 
              “Nah, they’re a year and a half apart.  The district let my youngest skip a grade so she could drive to high school with her sister.  It saved the cheap bastards a school bus trip.” 
 
              “Must be a bright kid.” 
 
   
  
 

           “Yeah, she is, and I got to take care of her and the rest of my family.  My wife sure as shit can’t.”  And then, to my great relief, Norm added, “And that means I got to stay here no matter how long it takes for us to get rid of Martin and anyone else who might be looking for us.” 
 
    ****** 
 
              The first thing we did when we got to Tucson was find a covered long term parking space for the Lexus in a parking garage downtown.  It was the second garage we had looked at; the first one had security cameras.  The garage the Lexus ended up in was fully automated and accepted both cash and credit cards.  It was perfect except for how hot and sweaty I got in just a few seconds while I was getting out of the Lexus and climbing into the Ford.  It was the second time in the past twenty minutes I’d been out in the heat; the first was when I had to get out of the Lexus to fill it up with gas so it would be ready to go if we needed it. 
 
              My shirt was still sticking to my back when Norm finally pulled the Ford into a parking lot across the street from the building housing Martin’s investments advisory office.  It was just before noon.  We sat and watched a new and modern building about five or six stories high.  From where we were sitting in our air conditioned car we could see that the building had reserved covered parking in the back to keep its tenants’ cars out of Arizona’s blistering summer sun.   
 
              After we watched for a while, Norm pulled out and we drove away.  Five minutes later we returned to drive past the financial services company’s six covered spaces in the rear of the building.  Four of the reserved spaces were filled, but none of the cars came remotely close to the being the blue Cadillac convertible Helen Douglass had described to me.   
 
              “Shit.  He’s not here,” said Norm as he drove past the empty spaces.  “Do you want to wait?” 
 
              “Not now.  Let’s go grab some lunch.  I’m starved.” 
 
              An hour or so later we drove back to the office building after eating awful hamburgers and fries at a Ralph’s Family Restaurant.  The only thing certain about Ralph’s is that it would never become a chain despite its unique appearance with outward-sloping plate glass windows.  We were both wearing the “fast-on” disguises we’d been carrying in the car and put on after we left the restaurant.   
 
              Norm’s disguise was a baseball cap with a picture of a concrete truck on it and a fake mustache; mine was a Milwaukee Brewers baseball cap with a fake blonde ponytail and a black tooth cap that made it look like I had a missing front tooth.  Years ago a crooked defense lawyer had suggested the tooth cap to me saying that a security camera image showing someone with a missing tooth would make it impossible for a jury to convict me if my  real tooth was actually still all there.  I’d carried a wad of black gummy plastic with me ever since. 
 
    ****** 
 
              “Holy shit.  He’s here.” 
 
              A baby blue late model Cadillac convertible was parked in one of the covered reserved spaces wearing the Arizona vanity license plate “Martin One.”  Its top was up, and rightly so because of the heat. 
 
              Norm was a pro.  He drove the Ford on past Martin’s car, without slowing down or looking at it, and parked in an empty space at the other end of the parking lot.  It had a sign saying it was a reserved space, but Norm pulled right on into the shaded space as if he owned it.  He left the engine running to keep the Ford’s air conditioning working.  We’d move to another space if anyone came for this one. 
 
              We waited all afternoon as people constantly came and went, so long that at one point Norm pissed in an empty paper cup while I watched to make sure he couldn’t be seen and reported by one of the local blue-noses.  Then Norm watched while it was my turn.  We’d talked about going into the building to use its restroom and refill our plastic water bottles but had decided to remain thirsty and full because the building likely did not have a toilet available for public use and it almost certainly would have resulted in us appearing on a security camera.  
 
              After almost three boring hours, and a couple of false alarms, our patience finally paid off.  I was resting with my eyes closed when it did. 
 
              “Heads up, Cage.  I think he’s coming out.” 
 
               We’d long ago decided what we’d do if Martini showed up—we’d follow him home and talk to him there.  The same for his girlfriend and everyone else we found at his house.   
 
              “But no kids,” said Norm.  “I don’t do kids.”   
 
              I had nodded and agreed—but I didn’t necessarily mean it; my safety came first. 
 
    ****** 
 
              Robert Martin, or, as we now know, Roberto Martini what was, got into his car without even looking around and drove out of the now somewhat empty parking lot.  He was wearing a sports shirt and slacks and very expensive-looking shoes.   
 
              Norm gave Martin a few seconds head start and then pulled out behind him as Martin came out of the driveway and turned left on to the street in front of the building.  It was rush hour and traffic on the street was heavy for the first time since we’d arrived. 
 
              Following Martin was easy.  Norm hung back four or five car lengths and stayed right with him.  The only problem occurred when he went through a green light just as it was changing.  Norm had seen it coming and moved over into the next lane and went through as the yellow warning light was turning red. 
 
              “Goddamnit, that was close.  I sure hope to fuck there were no red light and speeding cameras on that intersection.” 
 
              “Don’t worry about it.  I didn’t see a flash, and so what if we have our picture taken?  It wouldn’t prove a thing except we were in town.  Besides we’re wearing our hats and fake hair and we’ll be long gone before anyone even thinks to check them.” 
 
               Five minutes later, Robert Martin turned into what looked like an upscale restaurant at the entrance of a large and modern shopping center.  He pulled up in front of a sign advertising the services of a parking valet and handed his keys to a skinny, young Hispanic-looking man who jumped off his stool and rushed out from under a sun umbrella to take them with a warmer than normal smile and greeting.  Martin smiled back as he hustled from his car to the impressively big wooden doors at the restaurant’s entrance to get out of the sun.  He was obviously a well-known regular and big tipper.   
 
              Norm didn’t stop or even slow down.  He drove on past to the shopping center’s general parking lot beyond the valet’s umbrella stand. 
 
              “Let’s wait and see what happens?” I ordered as Norm pulled into a vacant space from where we could see the restaurant’s entrance. 
 
              There was little to be gained from going inside.  Sooner or later Martin would come out and we could follow him home or to wherever he went next.  Norm agreed. 
 
    ****** 
 
              After an hour, the Ford began to run low on gas and we both needed to pee.  I got out and waited in the shade of one of the shopping center’s doorways while Norm took the car to fill it with gas.  I stood there in the heat and watched until Norm returned.  Then I waved my hand and hurried to the toilet in the shopping center’s big grocery store. 
 
              I was much relieved, heavily sweating, and carrying a bag filled with cold Cokes and various munchies when I walked back from the grocery store to where Norm had re-parked the car.  I was double relieved to see him and the car—we had agreed that Norm would follow Martin if he left and I would wait here in the heat however long it took. 
 
              Norm just smiled when I said, “Okay, your turn.” 
 
              “No problem; I had to go into the service station to pay cash for the gas so I used the station’s men’s room.  It was filthy, absolutely filthy; my wife would have had a fit.  I take it our boy is still inside?” 
 
              “Yeah, he sure is,” I told him.  “Probably eating.  Which reminds me, hand me a bottle of Coke, will ya? ... Thanks. ... And the bag of pretzels too.” 
 
               We waited two more hours in the boiling hot sun with the engine running and the air conditioning turned on as it got even hotter as the day began to wane.  We couldn’t have stayed parked there for five minutes without the air conditioning. 
 
              All of a sudden, Norm sat upright and said, “I think the valet is bringing up his car ” ...  “Yes, by God, there he is; hot damn. ... Uh oh, he’s got some broad with him.” 
 
              It was obvious by the way the two people were walking that they’d spent most of their time inside drinking instead of eating.  The woman looked to be in her middle thirties and was being escorted on the arm of one of the restaurant’s staff.  She almost lost her balance when she stepped down from the curb in front of the restaurant to get into the Cadillac.  Finally, with help of the necktie-wearing restaurant employee, she made it into the car through the door one of the valets was holding open for her.   
 
              Everyone waved as they drove off.  From the size of the smile on the valet’s face, it was obvious our boy was a big tipper. 
 
    ****** 
 
              Norm already had the Ford backed out of its parking space and ready to go by the time Martin drove off in his Cadillac.  We followed as the blue convertible screeched out of the restaurant’s parking lot, going much too fast and turned right on to the major street running in front of the shopping center. 
 
              “Whoa,” said Norm.  “Our boy and his broad are a bit bombed, aren’t they?”  He said it as he stepped on the gas to follow them.   
 
              We kept the fast-moving Cadillac in sight and followed it as it turned on to another major street, this one with much less traffic, and headed north into what was obviously one of the city’s better neighborhoods—and then watched in dismay as it turned into a gated community with a guard shack for visitors and an unattended gate for residents.  As we went past, I saw the residents’ gate begin to open automatically as Martin’s car approached it. 
 
              “Shit.  Well, at least we know where he lives,” Norm offered as we continued down the road. 
 
              “Yeah, but how the hell are we going to get to him?” 
 
      
 
                              Chapter Ten 
 
              We had no idea what time Martin went to work.  But it might be early since he ran an investment advisory business and the New York Stock Market opened at 6:30 AM in the morning, Arizona time.  I knew that because I had an investment account under an assumed name.   
 
              Since Martin was probably an early riser, we did what we’d originally said we wouldn’t do and stayed overnight in Tucson.  We checked into a cheap motel on the highway leading south towards Mexico.  Norm registered while I waited in the car.  He did his usual—explained that his credit card was already over the limit and asked if he could prepay cash up front for two weeks and get a big discount if we didn’t get room service.  The Indian couple behind the desk instantly agreed with big smiles.  They gave us a room in the back with two beds which “would be quiet since you sleep days and work nights.” 
 
    ****** 
 
              Bright and early the next morning we were still yawning and sleepy as we drank water from plastic bottles and ate pretzels and potato chips on the street a little ways down from the entrance to the gated subdivision where either Martin or his lady friend lived.  We were still in the Ford and Norm had it pointed in the direction we assumed he would drive when he went to work.  What was interesting and caught my attention was the long line of older cars and pickup trucks parked along the road waiting to enter, probably fifty or sixty of them.  They were obviously construction workers and most were Hispanic. 
 
              “We gotta go shopping and stock the car with more than just this shit,” Norm said as he reached for another pretzel; “and get a couple of thermoses for coffee.” 
 
              “Iced coffee,” I said.  He nodded. 
 
              Norm and I waited until after nine in the morning before Martini’s familiar baby blue Cadillac came out of the subdivision gate.  We’d almost given up on him, thinking that perhaps this is where the woman lived and he’d left last night after we did.  But then here he came and the woman was not with him.   
 
    ****** 
 
              For the next two days we followed Martin to his office, and then to lunch and to a bar after work, and then to his home.  Nothing.  We gave up after two days of following him around Tucson. 
 
              “I was afraid of something like this,” I told Norm as we drove in the Ford back to our motel room.  “We can’t keep this up because sooner or later he’ll spot us.  So we’re going to have to get in another way if we’re ever to get him alone—we’ll have to have either him or someone else drive us in.  Maybe the construction workers who go in early every morning.” 
 
    ****** 
 
              After much discussion, we decided against trying to go in with the construction workers, almost all of whom were Hispanic and were being checked off one by one as they came through the gate.  We would to try to grab Martin somewhere other than at his home.   
 
              “Maybe we should just whack him as he comes out of the bar at night or slows down to go through the gate to get to his house,” Norm suggested.   
 
               “We can’t, goddamnit.  We need to know if it was him who decided to get us because we did that job a couple of years ago or if he was just following orders because somebody’s kid got clipped.  We’ve got to know who wants us dead.”  I was getting a little sore because this was the third or fourth time Norm had suggested hitting Martin and calling it a day. 
 
              At the end of our second long day of following Martin, we drove both the Ford and the Lexus back to Phoenix.  I had a new plan. 
 
    ****** 
 
              On the fourth day, Friday, we drove back down to Tucson from Phoenix and waited once again for Martin to come out of his office building door to get his car and drive somewhere for lunch.  This time my disguise was something new.   
 
              We’d stayed in Phoenix and gone shopping Thursday at a big fancy air conditioned mall.  Early this morning, I’d driven back down to Tucson in my Honda SUV safe car with Norm following in the Ford.  Norm waited while I filled up the Honda with gas and a supply of water and food and then parked it in a safe covered garage, meaning it had no security camera. 
 
              The Lexus was in Phoenix and all wiped down to eliminate our fingerprints.  If my plan worked, we’d never see it again. 
 
              “You never know,” I told Norm when he suggested leaving the keys to the Lexus in its ignition so it would be stolen and disappear.  “This may not work and we may still need it.” 
 
              Today I wasn’t wearing my baseball cap with a fake blonde ponytail; instead, I was wearing shiny new black leather shoes, neatly pressed grey slacks, and, despite the heat, a blue FBI-style windbreaker over a shoulder holster and a long-sleeve white shirt with a clip-on tie and button cuffs instead of cuff links.  Norm was similarly attired and didn’t think much of it.  
 
              “I look like a fucking mope,” was his sardonic comment as he stood in front of the mirror in the motel bathroom and looked at himself. 
 
              My grey-flecked dark brown hair had been dyed white with some “color stripper” Norm had bought at Walgreens, and we were both wearing a pair of dark sunglasses and an FBI-looking baseball cap.  In addition, I was temporarily wearing a black tooth cap that made it look like I had a missing front tooth and contacts that gave me very blue eyes.  Because of the security camera we’d long ago spotted, I ’d also pushed so many swimmers' earplugs of soft putty between my teeth and my lips and cheeks to distort the shape of my face that it hurt and made me feel uncomfortable.  
 
              A Bluetooth ear bud was sticking out of one of my left ear and I had a paste-on mustache, and a bad haircut that Norm himself had given me.  Only if you looked closely would you realize that the right-hand cuff of my shirt was unbuttoned. 
 
              I figured I’d be caught on at least one security camera so I’d also padded my waist with a pillow strapped on with duct tape.  The only thing real about my appearance were the wet spots from sweat under both my armpits.  Without a doubt, I looked like a big beefy guy who was at least a hundred pounds heavier than he should be and had gone to seed—in other words, I looked just like several of the feds I met in the past under less enjoyable circumstances. 
 
              We got there early so my missing tooth, extra weight, and blue eyes could get caught on the security camera when I walked into the lobby of Martin’s office building and looked at the building directory.  Then I walked back out, all the time limping and grimacing from the big stone I slipped into my shoe.  Norm was appalled at me letting myself get caught on the security camera until I explained about the tooth, blue eyes, and limp. 
 
              “Hey, that’s a great idea.  It really will fuck up a search or a prosecution if you get caught.  I might try it myself the next time I’m on a gig and you’re not around.” 
 
    ****** 
 
              Martin drove up about an hour later and parked in his reserved space. 
 
              “Mister Martin?  Just a minute please,” I said as I held up my wallet so he could see my creds and badge in a way that would also let him catch a look at the gun in my shoulder holster.  I had limped over to him with my head turned so the security camera couldn’t see my face.  My missing tooth and face putty had disappeared; the extra weight had not. 
 
              “My name’s Roberts, Special Agent Roberts.  I’m with the FBI and that’s my partner standing over there, Special Agent LaGrande.  We need you to go somewhere with us so we can talk in private.”  I kept my mouth shut as I limped up to him and then stood with my back to the security camera.  The black tooth cap was gone because an FBI man would have dental insurance but the stone was still in my shoe. 
 
              “FBI?  I’m not talking to you without my lawyer present.” 
 
              “Fine.  That’s your right.  But if you won’t talk to me and listen to my offer, I’m going to arrest you for securities fraud and put cuffs on you and search you, and I’m gonna do it right here and right now.  So it’s either you come with me and listen to my offer or everyone coming into or out of your building is going to see you get arrested and cuffed, and that’s the end of it.  You and your company will be the headline story in tomorrow morning’s paper for sure, and so will the Martini family in New York.” 
 
              Martin jumped and turned a little white when I mentioned New York and the Martini family, but he carried on gamely, I’ll give him that.  He became even more visibly shaken as he stood there trying to figure out what to do.  Standing in the hot sun didn’t help either. 
 
              “What offer are you talking about?  What’s this all about.  I’m an honest businessman.  I want my lawyer.” 
 
               “And we want your help in trapping a local man who’s been stealing money from a federal defense contractor and investing it with your advice.  At least that’s what we think he’s doing.  So it’s either him or you who's going to be arrested today.  Why don’t we go to your place and talk about it privately.  Agent LaGrande can follow us.  If you don’t like what we offer, you can call your attorney as soon as we book you and get a news conference scheduled.” 
 
              With that I moved towards the passenger’s door of Martin’s Cadillac and motioned for him to get in on the driver’s side. 
 
              For a second I thought he wouldn’t go for it, but he did.  Martin used his key to click open the door locks and climbed into his car with an exasperated sigh.  
 
              “Where to?” he said as I slipped on a pair of gloves and got in at the same time he did.  He was visibly distraught and didn’t notice the gloves.  He would have gotten out of the car right then and there if he had noticed them and understood what they meant—no fingerprints. 
 
              “Your place, of course.  That way you’ll feel safer about talking off the record,” was my response.  “Agent LaGrande will follow us.  Tell the gate guard to let him in.” 
 
    ****** 
 
              The gate guard raised his thumb and left the gate open when Martin rolled down his window and shouted that the guy right behind him was his guest.  We rolled right in, made a left turn at the first intersection, and drove about four blocks.  It was definitely a high end residential community.  The green grass of a golf course could be seen behind most of the homes including the one whose driveway Martin turned into.  He pressed a little button on his car’s dashboard and one of the garage doors began going up.  It was a five-car garage.  There was an old Porsche 911 in one of the stalls and a Tesla in another.  The other two were empty. 
 
              “Open up one for Agent LaGrande's car,” I ordered Martin as I pointed to the empty stall next to his Cadillac. 
 
              “Agent LaGrande, my ass,” was the snarling reply.  Martin had regained some of his composure and figured out the gloves.   
 
              “You guys aren’t FBI, are you?  They wouldn’t be driving an old Ford and you don’t look like a fed.  What is this, a kidnapping?”  He’d looked over at me a number of times as he drove home and obviously hadn’t liked what he’d seen. 
 
              “We’re trying to save the taxpayers’ money,” I said as I pulled out my revolver from the shoulder holster under my blue windbreaker and gestured at him with it as the garage door came down behind his car.   
 
              “Just do what you’re told and you’ll be alright.” 
 
              I didn’t show him the derringer on my wrist or the little pistol in my ankle holster because I didn’t want him to know I carried them; hopefully, the only people who’d ever know would be people I wanted to threaten or kill—and they wouldn’t find out until it was too late to save themselves. 
 
    ****** 
 
              On the way over to his home, Martin had assured me we could talk privately as no one else would be home until his girlfriend, a realtor, came home to change before they met for dinner and drinks.  His cleaning lady, he said, wouldn’t be back until Monday.  But I saw the Porsche and I began to wonder.  So did Norm.  He put his gloved hand on the hood over the car engine and pronounced it cold.  Even so, both Norm and I had our pistols drawn as we entered the house.  The garage opened into a little corridor with a laundry room to the right and the kitchen straight ahead.   
 
              “All right,” I said.  “We’ll talk right here.”  I gestured for Martin to walk into the laundry room.  I wasn’t about to take a chance on Martin having a silent alarm somewhere.  This looked like the most unlikely place in his home for an alarm to be located. 
 
              “Who are you guys?” Martin demanded.  “Don’t you know who you’re dealing with here?  You take off and we’ll forget about your mistake.” 
 
              “We can do that, but only if you’re honest with us,” I said with the most honest look on my face I could muster.  “But you gotta be honest.” 
 
              “Okay, okay.  What do you want to know?” 
 
              “I want you to tell us who ordered you to set up the recent diamonds for drugs deal in Chicago, the one that went bad because you tried to piggyback on it and use it to hit the guys who’d broken up the deal a couple of years ago, the one where your cousin and another guy got killed.” 
 
              “How’d you find out about that?  You work for Chappie, don’t you?” 
 
              “Chappie?  Who’s Chappie?”  I said it with a smile and a shrug that suggested he might be correct.  “And it don’t matter who we work for; what matters for you is telling us everything we want to know.  So who told you to have Jack Douglass tell Robbie about the diamonds-for-drugs deal in Chicago and send his wife to find out where the buyer was staying?” 
 
              “I don’t know, and even if I did, I wouldn’t tell you.  You guys don’t know who you’re fucking with here.” 
 
           “Sure you do, Roberto, sure you do.  And you’re gonna tell us.” 
 
              He was still shaking his head ’no’ when I shot him in the knee.  It must have really hurt because he sat down on to the floor in front of the clothes dryer holding his leg and started screaming and yelping out words all at the same time. 
 
              “You shot me; you shot me.” ...  “Oh God, it hurts.”  ... “Why did you do that?  Okay.  Enough already.  I’ll tell you; I’ll tell you.” 
 
              “That’s great, Roberto; you tell us what we want to know and we’ll go away and you can call an ambulance and get something for the pain.  But one lie, and I’m gonna shoot you in the other knee.  And remember, we already know about your uncle and the Bonnano family in New York.  What we want are all the details, every goddamn one of them, about your participation in the recent diamonds-for-drugs deal, every little detail starting with day one.  You gonna tell us or not?” 
 
              “I’ll tell you, I’ll tell you. ... Oh it hurts. ...  Don’t shoot again for God’s sake.  I’ll tell you.  I’ll tell you everything.” 
 
    ****** 
 
              We talked to Robert Martin and listened and asked questions for more than three hours as he wept and screamed in pain and begged us to call for an ambulance.  Once while we were talking, his eyes rolled up and he passed out for a few minutes.  It took all afternoon of listening to him beg and plead but, in the end, he told us everything, at least I think he did.   
 
              He’d grown up in New York City and been sent to Tucson to head up a money management and laundering operation because he was the only one who’d gone to college, Yale for a couple of years until there had been a “misunderstanding about a girl” and he had to leave.  Despite his lack of a degree, his uncle had been able to get him a job with Goldman Sachs because it was managing the money of various members of the Bonanno crime family including some of his uncle’s money.   
 
              He had been at Goldman’s for almost six years as an account manager, he told us, but had to leave when the feds started nosing around and asking questions.  That’s when he was sent out to Tucson where the Bonanno family had operated with a small crew for many years and many of its retirees and senior soldiers had winter homes.  They had been here ever since Joseph Bonanno, the founder of the crime family that still bore his name, had suddenly retired to Tucson “for his health.” 
 
               According to Martin, his uncle Joe, also known as Joseph Martin and Joey Dollar, was the capo of an important crew of Bonanno soldiers in New York and had been greatly embarrassed and seriously pissed when his son, Martin’s cousin, had been killed while he was turning over some diamonds in payment for some heroin the family intended to resell into the New York market.  His uncle had tried to keep the loss of the diamonds a secret but he couldn’t because of the death of his son.   
 
               “My uncle was afraid,” Martin told us, “that the family’s new boss and the other capos were beginning to think of him as weak and vulnerable because he didn’t revenge his loss and get the diamonds back.  It was one of my uncle’s lieutenants who had come up with the idea of trying to find the guys who killed my cousin by dangling a similar deal in front of them. 
 
              “One of my guys’ girlfriends was sent to deliver the diamonds to my uncle’s drug buyer and find out where he’d be after the deal so one of my uncle’s crew could steal them back and wait for the guys who killed my cousin a couple of years ago.   
 
              “It almost worked.  I pulled off my part of it,” Martin explained almost proudly at one point.  “It was that asshole Antonio who blew it and got himself killed.  My uncle was happy about us getting the drugs and keeping our diamonds, but he was really pissed about the guys who killed his son getting away again—not at me, thank God.” 
 
              Then he sealed his uncle’s doom without even knowing it. 
 
               “He’ll get them though, sooner or later he’ll find them; my uncle never gives up.  That’s why he’s a capo.” 
 
               I congratulated Martin for having such an admirable uncle and said I’d like to know more about him since, despite our differences, “maybe we could put our misunderstanding behind us and do some business with you and him.” 
 
              Then I asked so many questions about his uncle Joe and where we might find him that Martin finally began to understand that we might be the guys his uncle was trying to find and began clamming up.  That’s when I shot him in the side of the head with the little .22-caliber pistol from my ankle holster.  I didn’t do it until I was fairly sure we knew all we needed to know about Giuseppe Martini and his Bonanno crew. 
 
              “I never knew you carried an ankle gun,” Norm said as Martin’s heart kept pumping and he rapidly bled out into a pool of blood that covered the utility room floor.  “Pretty smart.” 
 
      
 
                            Chapter Eleven 
 
              We drove the Ford straight from Martin’s house to our Honda safe car in the covered parking garage where it was waiting fully gassed and ready to go including water and snacks, a police scanner, a small reserve of emergency cash taped under the dash in a zippered plastic bag, and a couple of five-gallon fuel cans.  There were even a couple of cheap plastic containers with screw-on lids for pissing into and a roll of toilet paper. 
 
              As we were driving to get the Honda, I took apart my little ankle .22, carefully wiped off the pieces, and threw them out the window one at a time.  As usual, we were still wearing our gloves and had everything with us that we wanted to keep.  Our old disguises were long gone; our gloves would come off and be gone after we got out of the Ford and abandoned it with the keys in the ignition after we picked up the Honda.   
 
              “Damn it’s hot out here,” Norm said as I put the window back up after flipping another part of my ankle .22 out as we turned a corner.  Just rolling the window down for a brief moment had flooded the Ford with hot air.  Worse, we were driving into the sun and being “hot housed” by the sunlight coming through the car’s front windows.   
 
           “Might not be bad here in the winter,” Norm suggested as he sedately drove along.  “Lots of golf courses.  Maybe the wife and I will get a winter place down here when the kids are gone.  Montana has great summers, but it’s boring as hell in the winter after hunting season is over.” 
 
              We were initially too wired to do anything except listen to the scanner and keep our eyes peeled for the cops; we’d talk about what we should do next when we were on the interstate to Albuquerque.   
 
    ****** 
 
              We went directly from Martin’s house to our safe car, the Honda SUV with New Mexico plates and a title that had one of my valid driver’s license names written in as the name of its new owner.   
 
              I dropped off Norm around the corner from the parking lot where it was parked and waited until he appeared with the Honda a couple of minutes later.  He hung back and followed me for about a mile until I came to a side street into a residential area of single family homes.  We’d scouted out the neighborhood earlier and I drove a couple of blocks straight to a house with a “for sale” sign on it.  I quickly parked the Ford so its license plate couldn’t be seen from the street, made sure its doors were locked, and walked up the street to where Norm was waiting around the corner.   
 
              I breathed a deep sigh of relief and was sweating and swearing profusely as I climbed in the Honda and we drove off.  The Ford was as dangerous as a two-dollar pistol because it had been driven past the security cameras at the guard gate and Martin’s body may well have already been found; when it was, the security camera tapes were sure to be reviewed.  The Honda, on the other hand, was clean enough to pass a routine police stop.   
 
              We obviously had to keep the cars separated at all times so that the Ford could not lead anyone to the Honda.  That’s why I had walked in the sweltering sun and Norm went around the corner to wait for me—in case a nosy neighbor had gotten suspicious when he or she saw me back the Ford into the driveway and noted the Honda’s license number or its New Mexico tags. 
 
              From the vacant house where I parked the Ford, we drove straight to Interstate 10 and headed east.  Less than three hours after I shot Martin we crossed into New Mexico on the interstate and kept going.  We constantly listened to the police scanner and to a Tucson news and talk radio station.  Norm drove safely and sanely at all times.   
 
              It was a comfortable drive because the sun was at our back and there was no glare shining into our eyes.  We just cruised along, talked about what we should do next, and periodically drank from our water bottles and ate some of the candy and chips that had been in the car waiting for us.  Neither of us commented on the fact that some of the candy had melted.  Periodically, when the road was empty and no one could see us, we threw a piece of our disguises and other stuff out the window, including our gloves.  The key to the Ford was the first to go. 
 
    ****** 
 
              There still had been no mention of a shooting by the time the last Tucson station faded out.  But that was no guarantee that Martin’s body hadn’t already been found and a search wasn’t already underway.  I didn’t think so because we’d been careful to keep our Honda escape car separate from the Ford.  Even so, we couldn’t take any chances, particularly since Martin’s live-in lady friend may have already come home and found his body.  In any event, we were probably safe even if he had been found because they’d be looking for the Ford, not the Honda SUV we were driving.   
 
              My face was more of a problem even though I planned to be out of Arizona long before anyone could begin circulating my picture.  I’d held my hand in front of my face and turned sideways so my fake ponytail and other changes would show every time I thought there might be a security camera, such as when we came through the gate into Martin’s subdivision.  Unfortunately there were a lot of cameras out there in the real world and I undoubtedly missed some of them. 
 
              Our only problem at the moment was having to pee and not wanting to stop.  We couldn’t at Martin’s house for fear of leaving evidence.  As a result, Norm and I were both near to bursting by the time we pulled out of Martin’s driveway.  So we did our usual—we pissed into the lidded plastic jars we carried in the car without even stopping, first as we drove along the streets in Tucson and then on the Interstate right after we crossed the state line and entered New Mexico. 
 
              We intended to drive straight through to Albuquerque without stopping.  Norm thought we’d have enough gas to make it because we would get good mileage driving with the cruise control on the interstate.  Just in case, however, we were carrying a couple of five-gallon cans of gas and a nozzle.  It’s a good thing we had them because we had to pull into a “scenic view” turnout and add the gas.  We put in both cans, carefully wiped our fingerprints off them, and left the empties where we’d pulled in to refuel.   
 
              Norm was pissed about having to stop to add gas, absolutely furious might even be a better description, and it sort of amused me.  The fact that the SUV needed more gas than he expected had insulted him as a professional driver. 
 
              “Goddamnit, I didn’t know Honda was lying about the mileage of its goddamn cars.  I thought it was just the goddamn Germans and Detroit who couldn’t be trusted.” 
 
    ****** 
 
              I had taken over driving the Honda and was behind the wheel when we reached Albuquerque and turned off to the airpark where Norm’s plane was waiting.  For the past few hours, until we turned off the interstate and headed towards the airpark, he had been sprawled out on the back seat sleeping.  He’d been that way ever since we gassed up out of our emergency gas cans hours earlier.   
 
            The field where Norm’s plane was parked was deserted and its office closed.  So, with Norm telling me where to go, I drove us past the office and out to his plane in the moonlit aircraft parking area.  His plane was near the far end of the parking area so I had to drive between two long rows of planes of all types and sizes to reach it.  I could see by the Honda’s headlights that each of the planes, including his, was tied down to the ground with metal chains so it wouldn’t be blown over or tossed about in a high wind. 
 
              I lit up the area around Norm’s plane by leaving the Honda’s motor running with its headlights aimed at it.  Everything we had went into the plane except my toilet kit and a little duffle bag with a new and totally unused pair of jeans and shorts, a shirt, a pair of shoes and socks, two prepaid burner cell phones, and a couple of disguise items.   
 
              My appearance had changed.  Now I was wearing a long sleeved shirt and a pair of glasses with thick rims that had been in the duffle bag, and no longer wearing the baseball cap, the fake blond ponytail, and belly padding.  They had long ago been tossed out into the darkness along the road along with everything else we’d used in Tucson.  I planned to get another fake ponytail when I got back to California.  Maybe brown this time. 
 
              While we were loading Norm’s plane, a pair of headlights came around a hangar further up the way and drove slowly out to join us.  It was the field’s night security guard coming to make sure we weren’t vandalizing one of the planes.  We clearly were not since we were loading stuff into Norm’s plane instead of taking stuff out.  He was a friendly old guy and what we were doing was exactly what he expected to see. 
 
              “Yo,” he said.  “You guys need any help loading?” he said as he got out of the driver’s side door and looked over the car’s roof at us.   
 
              “No, we’ve about got it, but thanks,” said Norm as he unclipped one of the tie-down chains and used a little plastic tube to drain any of the moisture that might have accumulated in his plane’s extended range wing tanks.  Draining the water from a plane’s fuel tanks, I knew from flying to and from jobs with Norm on several occasions, was a very important step in preparing for a takeoff, particularly if a plane had been sitting for a while.   
 
             “Old Charles, here,” Norm said as he waved his hand towards me and nodded his head, “was good enough to drive me out here tonight and help me, but I appreciate your offer, I truly do.  I’m heading east to Nashville tonight, instead of waiting for the morning, because I can’t stand flying straight into the sun—I don’t know why, but flying into the sun always gets to me and makes me sleepy, even when I’m wearing sun glasses, it truly does.  Probably the glare, I guess.” 
 
              The good old boy just chuckled at Norm’s answer and agreed with it.  “That’s a right smart idea.  Have you checked the winds and filed your flight plan?  An hour or so ago there were a couple of pilot reports that it was choppy going through the pass.” 
 
              “Naw, I didn’t know what time I’d be getting off.  I’ll get a briefing and file when I get aloft.”   
 
              Then Norm turned to me and held out his hand with a big smile.  “You take care of yourself, Charles, and thank Alice for that dinner.  It was real good.” 
 
              I had just waved a casual farewell to the security guard and was climbing into the Honda when I heard Norm shout the traditional “clear” pilots give to warn people away from their propellers and start his engine.  I waited with the Honda’s headlights shining on his plane until it lurched forward with a temporary roar of its engine and turned to taxi the rest of the way down the row of parked planes towards the end of the runway.   
 
              It was a relatively short runway and Norm’s extended range tanks were fully loaded.  He was a careful pilot so to be on the safe side he was going to use all of it, as he had explained to me while we were driving, even though he probably wouldn’t have to do so since the heat of day was past.  I waved at the guard and drove off watching as the flashing lights on Norm’s plane receded in my rear view mirror.   
 
              The chances of us getting caught for offing Martin were getting slimmer and slimmer. 
 
    ****** 
 
              My car and I were clean as a whistle and fully covered with a good title and plates as I drove back into downtown Albuquerque to find a place to spend the night.  To my surprise, no vacancy signs were lit up at every motel I passed.  I was starting to get worried when I finally found a Comfort Inn with its vacancy sign still lit.  I checked in using the valid Vermont driver’s license I ’d gotten when I visited Vermont a couple of years ago and a good Visa debit card with the same name as was on the license.  As usual, I prepaid for “a quiet room in the back “with cash, because “it’s been a long trip and my credit card is tapped out”—and put my Visa card back into my wallet before it could be run.   
 
              I was really beat by the time I drove around to the back of the motel and climbed the steps to my second floor room. 
 
              Tomorrow I’d begin my long circular drive back to California by continuing north until I reached the interstate that would take me west to California via Colorado and Utah.  It ought to be a nice drive.  But then I got to thinking about doing something different like driving to Denver tomorrow and inviting Pencie to join me. 
 
      
 
                              Chapter Twelve 
 
              I ate the Comfort Inn’s “free” breakfast and waited until it was after nine o’clock to call Pencie on one of my two remaining burner cell phones.  I waited, of course, because it was an hour earlier in California and she was not an early riser like I am.  So I killed time by putting cream cheese on another toasted bagel and reading more of the local morning newspaper.  The fire danger is high in the unlikely event I decide to go hiking today. 
 
              The dining area next to the Comfort Inn’s lobby had mostly emptied out by the time I made the call. 
 
              “Hey there, hon, it’s me; just checking in to see how you’re doing.  How’s the golf?” 
 
             Asking Pencie about her favorite sport was our private code that everything was clear on my end and my job was finished.  It was, even more specifically, my way of asking her if the coast was clear and she could get away for a vacation trip; if I’d asked her how her art gallery business was going, it would mean there might be a problem and I wanted her to do something for me.   
 
              “Oh, it’s been good.  I shot an eighty-four a couple of days ago and all the girls are jealous.  But, to tell you the truth, I’ve been getting a little bored playing every day.” 
 
              “I’m glad to hear you're bored,  I surely am.  Would you be up for taking off for a little vacation, I hope?” 
 
              “That's a wonderful idea.  I’d love to.  I’ve got an appointment at the gallery tomorrow but I’m pretty sure I can reschedule it or get someone to cover it for me.  I’ll have to get back to you, though.” 
 
              Pencie owned a storefront art gallery that was open only by appointment and very rarely.  When I wanted to launder some cash from a job I would sometimes spend a goodly sum of cash to “buy” a painting from Pencie that she had found at a flea market or garage sale.  She would establish its existence by taking a picture of it that wasn’t very clear, then dutifully deposit the money in her bank, record the sale and pay sales taxes on it, and throw it in the trash. 
 
              “That’s great.  I can hardly wait to see you.”  Then I rattled off the number for her to call.   
 
              Pencie would call later on one of the prepaid cell phones I’d left for her to use.  She’d only call after she’d driven some distance away from her home and only reach me if she increased the second, fourth, and sixth digits of the number I had given her by two.  And we’d talk in circles when she did reach me, just in case anyone was listening on the line.   
 
              She thought it was all very exciting to take precautions so no one could use her to find me.  I didn’t care what she thought so long as she did it. 
 
              Pencie didn’t know it, of course, but I had another money laundry.  Harriet Kawalski was a licensed real estate agent and broker in Delaware with a home office.  She was the wife of Joe Kawalski who was away taking an extended vacation compliments of the New York District Attorney’s office.  Joe and I had been on a couple of jobs together about ten years ago.  I’d met Harriet when Joe and I holed up together when the heat got unexpectedly turned up after a job we did together didn’t turn out quite right.   
 
              About once a year I sell one of my parking lots to a legitimate buyer with Harriet as the listing realtor.  She, of course, properly reported and paid taxes on her commissions.  She also prepares and files my tax returns for my very clean and legitimately papered alias, James Worthington Evans, “as a courtesy because Jim mostly works in the oilfields overseas.” 
 
              Most or all of the proceeds from such a sale usually go into “Jim’s” retirement account at TIAA-CREF.  It’s prudent to be prepared for retirement, particularly in this business.  Fortunately, I was also building up Social Security benefits under three additional names and addresses. 
 
              Harriet was very dependable; she needed the money and Joe had explained to her what would happen to the both of them if she played any games or in any way put me or my money at risk.  We have a great relationship. 
 
    ****** 
 
              I spent the day driving from Albuquerque to Denver.  Pencie showed up early the next afternoon carrying both of her burner phones just as I’d requested.  I was still on the road when she landed at the airport.  She’d used one of the burners to call me on the number I had given her and cheerfully asked “What next, oh lord and master?” 
 
            “Oh I don’t know,” I said playfully.  I’m still on the road.  How about getting a nice four-door rental car from Enterprise or Budget for a couple of weeks with unlimited mileage and calling the Four Seasons to see if you can book a room for us?  Either way, I’ll meet you at the Denny’s restaurant on Seventh Avenue in about two hours.” 
 
              “Your wish is my command, oh master.  Is there anything else you’d like me to do?” 
 
              “Yes, and as soon as possible.  But you’ll have to get us into a room first.” 
 
              She giggled, said a long and drawn-out “Ookaay,” and hung up.  Things were definitely looking up. 
 
    ****** 
 
              I put the Honda into a long-term storage lot, and we spent the next five days in bed together and leisurely driving from Denver to Philadelphia in the Cadillac Pencie rented at the airport from Enterprise Rent-a-Car.  Along the way we shopped for clothes for me to wear on my trip to New York.   
 
              Pencie enjoyed helping me pick out my new wardrobe.  She knew better than to ask where I would be wearing them or what had happened to the clothes I had with me when we were together a couple of weeks earlier.  The only thing she couldn’t understand is why I insisted on buying overly large long-sleeved shirts with baggy cuffs. 
 
              The Honda I left behind in Denver was not a problem even though it had one of my aliases written in the new buyer’s box on its title as the new owner.  Before I left Albuquerque, I had arranged a postal box at a Mailboxes USA franchise and mailed in the Honda’s title and a money order to pay for a new title to be issued with my newly acquired postal box number and the Mailboxes USA street address as the new owner’s address.  My thinking was that I’d wait a bit and sell it the next time I was in Denver. 
 
              Leaving burner cars behind that cost a couple of thousand each is one thing; leaving the Honda was another.  It did, after all, cost me ten large even though I’ll get double that much back for fronting the money as an expense of the job.  About the only thing I didn’t leave behind was my tiny thirty-eight caliber over/under derringer with its bullets’ noses clipped off so they’d do more damage when they hit.  I had it and my wrist holster sealed in a small Priority Mail box which I was carrying with me in the trunk of Pencie’s rental car.   
 
    ****** 
 
              We had a room at the Four Seasons reserved and waiting in Pencie’s name when we reached Philadelphia. 
 
              “I thought we were going to New York to go shopping and see some shows?” Pencie had asked earlier in the day when I took the Interstate turn-off toward Philadelphia. 
 
              “We are, but we can commute in from here by train and take the subway to anywhere in the city from Grand Central Station.  It’s safer.” 
 
              “Safer?  Are you working?” she asked all wide-eyed. 
 
              “Only sort of, just checking a few things out is all.  All very preliminary.” 
 
              After we registered at the Four Seasons and spent a couple of hours in bed, Pencie came out of the shower and watched intently as I used Google Earth on a cheap tablet to pull up the address of the Arthur Avenue Private Social Club in the Little Italy section of the Bronx.  I was trying to understand its location in relation to the subway station where we would have to get off to visit it.  All Pencie could see was that I was searching for something, not what it was or where it was. 
 
              “Is that where we’re going tomorrow?  Are we meeting someone?” 
 
              “Oh no, Love.  I’m just checking something out.  I got a tip about an opportunity I want to check out.” 
 
    ****** 
 
              The cat that I might be working sort of got out of the bag the next morning.  I decided that it would be safer to be prepared if I was going to be prowling around the private club where Giuseppe Martini and his crew hung out—so I got the Priority Mail box out of her suitcase and opened it, the one with my derringer and spring-loaded wrist holster in it. 
 
              Pencie’s face got increasingly red and excited as she watched me put on the holster and push the tiny, double-barreled over/under derringer into it until the holster’s ejection spring clicked, and then put on my long-sleeved shirt to cover it.   
 
               “Show me how it works, show me.”  She was breathing hard, almost panting. 
 
              What the hell, why not; so what if she knows? I thought.  So I did.  She gasped when I extended my right arm and the little pistol suddenly sprung into my hand.  Her eyes were sparkling and glued to the pistol in my hand. 
 
              “Oh my God; oh my God.  Is that how you do it?” ... “That’s exciting.  That’s very exciting; actually, it really turns me on.  Could we catch a later train or something?  Please, while you’re wearing it.” 
 
              We caught a later train. 
 
    ****** 
 
              Grand Central Station was huge and complex for someone like me who’s never been there before.  But there were a lot of signs pointing to the city’s many subway lines.  It didn’t take long before we found the entrance to the line that would take us closest to the station serving Arthur Avenue in the Belmont section of the Bronx, the area up around 187th Street.  It was a venerable part of old New York we would be visiting as tourists, a collection of homes and businesses that used to be the Bronx’s “Little Italy” and still retained an Italian flavor even though most of the Italians have moved on and been replaced by Chinese and other immigrants. 
 
              Arthur Avenue was particularly famous in certain quarters as the home of the long-established, and very private, Arthur Avenue Social Club.  Its current leading member was Giuseppe Martini, a.k.a. Joseph L. Martin, one of New York’s more active financial advisors and political contributors despite a series of unfortunate mishaps and misunderstandings in his youth that prevented him from getting a license.  As a result, he merely owned the company, kept an office in the financial district, and provided informal advice and assistance to the investors and politicians who solicited it. 
 
              According to the late and much-lamented Robert Martin of Tucson, his uncle Joe was a traditionalist who kept close ties with the old Arthur Avenue neighborhood where he’d grown up, even though he had long ago moved some distance away to a much more expensive community and mostly spent his days at his office in the financial district and taking “deals” and “money to manage” to his friends at Goldman Sachs and Morgan Stanley.   
 
              On the other hand, according to Robert, as a result of his uncle’s desire to maintain close ties with the old neighborhood, he could be found at the club every Tuesday evening playing pinochle and sharing financial tips and advice with his oldest and dearest friends and fellow members of the Bonanno family, many of whom still lived in the immediate vicinity even though “the neighborhood had gone to hell because a lot of Orientals moved in.” 
 
    ****** 
 
              Before his recent and untimely passing, the late Robert Martin had informed me that the club opened for lunch every day including Sunday and that its kitchen and bar stayed open until the last pinochle, backgammon, or poker game ended around midnight.  He also told me that the club’s long-time members and their immediate friends and associates were the only ones allowed on the premises, a tradition that had been in effect for many years.  Applications for membership were rarely requested and even more rarely granted. 
 
              In other words, there was no way in hell I was getting in while anyone was on the premises, but the coast would be clear until the kitchen help and club members began arriving for lunch.  Being a skeptic, of course, I had to see this for myself; having someone like Pencie with me provided excellent camouflage. 
 
    ****** 
 
              The subway stop was right around the corner from Arthur Avenue and it was only a short, three-block walk to the club.  The Arthur Avenue Social Club did not have an imposing street presence.  To the contrary, it was in a dingy, older, two-story brick building in the middle of the block with a one-story building housing a pizza restaurant up against it on one side and an even older three-story brick building up against it on the other side with some sort of Chinese tailor shop on its first floor.   
 
              It would have been hard to find if you didn’t know it was there.  The sign on its door didn’t even have the club’s name on it, just “Private Club Members Only.”  What it did have was a very formidable iron grating across the front the door.  It was definitely a place that did not encourage casual visitors and inquiries. 
 
              We didn’t stop as we walked on the sidewalk past the entrance to the club. Pencie, who had absolutely no idea why I was in New York, never realized that we’d just gone past the place I’d come so far to visit and scope out. 
 
              When we came to the end of the block, I turned right and we walked to the alley that ran behind the buildings that opened on to Arthur Avenue.  Pencie’s eyes widened; she stiffened and said, “Oh,” as I took her arm and turned into the narrow alley that ran behind the three buildings and the others that fronted along the avenue.  I knew there was an alley running behind the club because I’d seen it on Google Earth. 
 
              The narrow and somewhat smelly alley we walked into was obviously used for deliveries and garbage collection for the businesses whose rear doors opened on to it on both sides.  Garbage cans and bins ran all along it and we had to step around a ripped and soggy mattress covered with muddy tire tracks.  There were power lines and telephone lines overhead and both sides of the alley were littered with the glass of broken bottles, warped and rotting sheets of old plywood, and other debris that had overflowed the garbage cans and bins that lined it. 
 
              Some of the buildings on either side of it had windows that looked out on the alley.  Mostly, however, those on the first floor appeared to have long ago been bricked up.  All those higher up, however, could be used to watch the alley, although many of them had closed drapes and several were boarded up.  Some of the buildings had security cameras watching the alley behind them.   
 
              The Arthur Avenue Social Club was one of the building that did not have a security camera.  Even so, I was taking no chances; I was wearing a baseball cap and dark sunglasses - and just before we entered the alley I began walking with a pronounced limp, slipped on my black tooth cap, and shoved six moldable ear plugs in between my teeth and my cheek on the left hand side of my face. 
 
              I could see, from the expression on Pencie's face that she was not at all happy about where we were walking and didn't understand where I was taking her.  She didn't say a word, not even about my sudden change in appearance; she just kept a tight grip on my arm and looked about with bewildered wonderment as we walked down the alley. 
 
              What I hadn’t been able to see on Google Earth was the back of the club building and the rear door that was almost certainly there.  I’d asked Robert Martin about the alley and the rear door, but he didn’t know; he’d never been in the alley or used the rear door, not once.  All he knew was that the club building had a basement and that’s where the cases of beer and booze were stored along with old furniture and various other stuff.  He knew about the basement, he said, because he’d been sent down there to help carry up cases of booze when he first joined the Family as a lowly soldier. 
 
              Martin had laughed, at least to the extent he could under the circumstances, when I asked about the security system.   
 
              “You’ve got to be kidding.  No one in their right mind would try to break into the club.  Everyone knows who it belongs to and what would happen—we sell protection, we sure as hell don’t have to buy it.  It would ruin our reputation if it ever got out.” 
 
    ****** 
 
              I had hoped that I would find an outside entrance into the club’s basement or, at least, windows that let light into it.  It was not to be.  All I could see as we walked past the rear of the club was a dirty brick wall, boarded up windows on both the first and second floors—and a very conventional exterior wooden door that looked like it could be opened with a very conventional key.  Hot Damn!   
 
              Except for a brief glance that took in the door and let me see the key hole under the door knob, I was pretending to look at my cell phone as I walked down the alley—and aimed it at the door as best I could and repeatedly clicked off pictures of it as we walked past. 
 
              “Why are you smiling, Cage?” Pencie asked as we turned right at the end of the alley and headed straight for the subway station.   
 
              “Because it’s time to get some lunch and go shopping for theatre tickets,” I said.  “That’s why we came, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
                             Chapter Thirteen 
 
              When Pencie and I got back to Philadelphia and the Four Seasons Hotel after our visit to the Bronx, we spent a couple of hours in bed enjoying ourselves.  Then, while she was taking a shower and getting dressed so we could go out for dinner, I called Robbie and reached him on his cell phone at a Pawnbrokers Association meeting.  He was in Dallas. 
 
              “Hey, Robbie, it’s Harry Samuels.  How ya doing?” 
 
              “Hey, Harry, it’s good to talk to you.  It’s been a while.  What’s going on?” 
 
              “Well, it’s good to talk to you too, Robbie.  The reason I’m calling is that I’m in Minneapolis and I need some battery-powered equipment similar to the gizmo that worked so well for me a while ago.  I can forward some pictures of the problem I need to fix if it would be helpful.” 
 
              Before I hung up, I also told Robbie that I’d sure appreciate it if he would try to locate the sub-contractor he’d recommended for my last construction contract and have him call me any afternoon around three o’clock Minneapolis time.  I gave him the number of one of my two remaining prepaid burners.  It was the same one I was using to call him. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Tommy called the next afternoon exactly at four o’clock Philadelphia time, three o’clock Minneapolis time.  I knew it was him even before I answered; it was exactly three in Minneapolis and only he and Robbie had the number. 
 
              “Hey, how are you?” I said.  “I just wanted to check in and make sure your satisfied with what’s been coming your way, and also to ask you for a little help on something I’ve got going.” 
 
               “I’m good and I’m satisfied with what’s been coming my way from our mutual friend, real satisfied as a matter of fact.  But how did you know it was me?” 
 
               “Because only two people have this particular number.” 
 
               “Of course; I should’a known that, huh?  Hey, our friend said I should give you a call.  What’s up?” 
 
              “I need some help on a non-profit job where I’m bidding against the same company whose guys tried to get our last job away from us.  My problem is that I’ve got a tight time window of a couple of hours when I can work on the site to set things up, but it can’t be finished until hours later when I’ll be on another job.   
 
              “This contract is so important to me, even though there’s no profit in it, that I’m probably going to do it all myself to make sure it gets done.  That means I need to have everything set up and ready to go, and not one of the many cans I’ll need can be so heavy that it takes more than one man to carry it up a ladder to be assembled. 
 
              “What I’m looking for is a dollar and time estimate for a turnkey set of all the necessary cans and equipment delivered to an accessible storage area somewhere around Pittsburgh, and maybe a little help.  If I have to, I’ll put them together myself and do the rest.” 
 
                We talked for a while about the size of the job and Tommy promised to check things out and get a message to me in a couple of days through our mutual acquaintance.  He means Robbie. 
 
    ****** 
 
            Pencie and I stayed in Philadelphia and went to two expensive Broadway shows and the Trade Center Memorial before we began the long drive back to Denver to return Pencie’s rental Cadillac.  We were taking a different route back to Denver from the one we came in on, through Albuquerque.   
 
              I told Pencie we were taking the more southerly route west in order to see a different part of  the country.  Actually, we were going via Albuquerque in the hope that the Honda’s new title and registration would have arrived at the postal box I acquired as a backup just before we did the Phoenix job.  If the paperwork is there, I’m going to take the title to Denver where the Honda is parked and sell it.  I hadn’t decided what I’d do if the new title and registration hadn’t arrived yet; perhaps Pencie and I would fly to California together from Albuquerque and I’d come back to Denver later to sell it. 
 
    ****** 
 
              We were heading west into the sun on the interstate somewhere in Kansas when a call came in from Robbie.  I almost didn’t get it in time because I was driving and the burner cell phone was on the back seat under some snacks we’d picked up at our recent gas stop. 
 
              “Yo, Harry, it’s me,” the voice said as I pulled over to the side of the Interstate and Pencie scrambled for the phone and finally handed it to me just as time was about to expire.   
 
              “You got a moment?”  It was Robbie. 
 
              “Sure, I always have time for you.  How are you?” 
 
            “I’m doing good for an old man; and I’ve got some numbers for you.” 
 
              “Hey, that’s great, it really is.” 
 
            “Well.  My source said he can get everything you’ll need to you in about two weeks for only eighteen since you’re a friend.  But he’s really worried about the guys you’re gonna use.  He thinks they aren’t qualified and could get hurt by the fumes.  He’d also said he’d like to work with you in the future when you need someone like him.  Bottom line is, he wants to make a deal.  He says he’ll do this job for expenses since it’s for a non-profit, probably less than five plus the eighteen for the cans, but only if I’ll be his agent and bring him additional sub-contracts such as when you need someone like him.” 
 
              “Hey, that’s interesting.  I think I like it.  What do you think?” 
 
              “I like it too,” Robbie said.  “I think he’s the kind of guy you can really count on to always do the right thing by you and your company, if you know what I mean.  Experienced men who know what to do, and what not to do, are hard to find.” 
 
              “Yeah, you’re right about that, and it’s likely I will need someone like that once in a while in the days ahead.  So I’ll agree to it.  Tell him he’s got a deal?” 
 
    ****** 
 
              I didn’t go myself to the mailbox I rented in Albuquerque the last time I was here in case it had been blown despite all the precautions I’d taken.  I sent Pencie instead, and watched from a distance.  No problem.  She was smiling as she came out of the Mailboxes USA lobby with my mail.  Things were looking up.  The title and registration for the Honda had been waiting in the box.   
 
              We promptly checked into the Four Seasons Hotel and Pencie used her laptop to list the Honda on the Denver Craigslist using the number on my burner cell phone.  She was happy to do it and enthusiastic; I’d told her she could put the proceeds towards the cost of a new car.   
 
    ****** 
 
              The next day we drove to Denver to return Pencie’s rented Cadillac and try to sell the Honda to one of the half dozen or so people who’d called about it.  I didn’t take any chances in case the Honda was being watched, even though I was pretty sure it wasn’t.  As soon as we checked into the Four Seasons, I sent Pencie in a taxi to get the Honda out of the storage lot and told her the key was on the top of the right rear tire.   
 
              I didn’t tell her why I was sending her to get the Honda instead of going myself, only that I couldn’t touch it or go near it because I couldn’t risk being associated with its former owner.  What I did tell her is that, if anyone asked, she should not under any circumstances mention that she knows me or that she is staying at the Four Seasons.   
 
              “Tell them that you just flew into town and some woman said she’d pay you two hundred to get the car and deliver it to the Holiday Inn where you’ll be staying.” 
 
              Pencie had no trouble getting the Honda.  She just walked in, got the key off the tire, and drove it away.  And three hours after she returned with it, and with me once again hovering in the distant background, she sold it for eight thousand cash to the first person who made an appointment to look at it.  He got a great deal and never even asked Pencie for identification before she added his name to the title as its new owner, not that he would have gotten any, of course. 
 
    ****** 
 
              Pencie and I enjoyed Denver and flew first class to California two days later on American Airlines.  Before we left, I ditched the burner cell phones and used a fixed rate Priority Mail box to mail my derringer and various of my back-up IDs and licenses to one of my California postal drops. 
 
              The only problem I had was the inconvenience of having to stand in the long airport security line the feds impose on infrequent travelers; you’ve got to let them take your fingerprints to get a pre-check clearance and I didn’t want to take any chances and do that.  God only knows what might have come up.  
 
      
 
                              Chapter Fourteen 
 
              Norm flew in to California two weeks later and picked me up at the Chino Airport.  He landed before I arrived and was in the waiting room when Pencie dropped me off.  He didn’t even look up or acknowledge me until she drove off.  Even then he didn’t acknowledge me—he just got up and walked out the door heading for the planes in the nearby transit parking area. 
 
              I waited for a couple of minutes, went into the men’s room for a final piss, and then followed Norm out to his plane carrying my little duffle bag.  
 
              “What was all that about?” I asked as I threw my little duffle bag on the rear seat and climbed in. 
 
              “Security cameras, Cage.  They’re all over the goddamn place.  I don’t want us to get caught together on security cameras, especially when we’re not wearing disguises and I’ve got fake numbers on my plane.” 
 
    ****** 
 
              We immediately took off to fly non-stop to Colorado to play golf and talk for a couple of days.  His plane, Norm announced as we lifted off, could make it all the way because of its long-range tanks.  I immediately began worrying about what I’d do if I had to take a piss. 
 
              It took almost the entire day before Norm landed at a private fly-in golf resort with its own landing strip and hotel.  He had called ahead and made reservations.  It was quite nice and hopelessly overpriced, probably because it was in a gorgeous setting surrounded by snow-capped mountains.  Norm had found it, he said, by searching Google for golf courses that catered to pilots.   
 
              I enjoyed myself.  The food was okay and the golf was fun for someone like me who isn’t very good.  The course itself, its grass, at least, was a bit rough compared to the well-maintained courses Pencie and I played in California.  When I mentioned this to Norm after missing yet another short putt, he said it was probably because it was covered with snow part of the year and relied on rain water instead of sprinklers.  
 
              Early on the morning of our third day we checked out and headed east to a small airfield outside Pittsburgh. We paid cash “because our accounting department would be furious if we use our corporate cards.” 
 
    ******  
 
              Norm and I had talked and examined the alternatives continuously during our two days of golf and relaxation.  We knew we had to eliminate Martin’s uncle and his crew before they found us and killed us, but how?  What I finally came up with for a plan was quite basic and, as I warned Norm several times, almost certainly wouldn’t survive our first contact with New York.  He listened intently when I told it to him. 
 
              “Basically, my plan is for all three of us to travel to the job from Pittsburgh in a burner van or SUV with New Jersey plates and enter the club about three on Tuesday morning when it would be deserted.  I’ll open the rear door and Tommy and I will go in and place the explosives in the basement with a timer set to go off a little before ten that evening.  That’s the time when Martin said his uncle was most likely to be in the club playing pinochle with his friends. 
 
              “You,” I told Norm, “will be the van’s driver and drive out of the alley as soon as Tommy and I get the explosives unloaded and inside the building; you’ll park nearby and return in the van when we call for you to come back to drive us to one of the two escape cars we’ll have parked nearby.    
 
              “Our first problem after that, one of many,” I told him, “is that driving the van with New Jersey plates into the alley and twice parking it at the rear door of the club is certain to be picked up on some or all of the security cameras I spotted in the alley when I’d walked it a few days back.  Showing up on the cameras in the alley can’t be avoided because almost every business except the club has them. 
 
              “Accordingly, we’ll all have to wear ski masks and other disguises when we’re in the alley, and we’ll have to quickly exchange the van for a nearby escape car and use it to drive us past the security cameras on the George Washington Bridge and out of the city.  Moreover, as soon as we clear the city and get into New Jersey, we’ll have to pull off the interstate and exchange the first escape car with New Jersey plates for a second escape car with Pennsylvania plates.   
 
              “Once we get the second escape car, we’ll drive it straight through to Pittsburgh without stopping until we find a place to park on the street or a parking lot near one of the big hotels in downtown Pittsburgh.  When we get to downtown Pittsburgh, we’ll abandon the second escape car, walk around the block to a taxi stand in front of the hotel, and take a taxi to your plane which will carry the three of us even further away.  
 
              “What it all means is that before Tommy arrives to join us, you and I are going to have to make various trips to buy cars and at least one trip to the Bronx to find long term parking spaces where we can stash our initial two escape cars, one of which will be switched with the van with the other as a backup to be used if the first became unexpectedly unavailable for some reason.   
 
               “Each of our escape cars will have to be parked where there are no security cameras and twenty-four-hour access, preferably in some kind of inside parking garage where we can safely swap our van for the escape car without being seen making the switch.  In an effort to further confuse anyone looking for us, we’ll leave the van and each of the cars we abandon unlocked with the key in the ignition in the hope that thieves will drive them away and leave their fingerprints all over them. 
 
              “Hopefully, that will break the chain of evidence leading to us,” I told Norm and then asked, “what do you think?” 
 
              “I like it, Norm said.  “It should stop us from being linked to the job.  But we’ll be up shit creek if our car swaps don’t confuse the cops long enough for us to get to the plane,” he said mournfully. 
 
              “Well, one thing is certain,” I said.  “We’re likely to have half the world looking for us so we’ve got to disappear afterwards without any chance of being traced.  That means we’ll have to wear disguises and gloves from the get-go since we’re gonna be meeting people to buy cars and rent parking spaces and we’re gonna be picked up on numerous cameras along the highway and in the city.” 
 
              Norm liked the plan and had the first of what I was sure would be a lot of questions. 
 
              “Well, if we’re going to be heavily disguised all the time because we’re sure to be caught on cameras before and after the alley, why are we bothering to wear ski masks in the alley?” Norm asked.   
 
              “So whoever looks at the camera footage after we leave the alley and take our ski masks off will think it’s the real us when they see us with our disguises,” I answered. 
 
              “Hey, I like that; that’s real smart.” 
 
    ****** 
 
              Our operation began with a long and boring trip.  Norm spent several hours searching on his tablet for an airfield that met our needs, and then flew us from the Colorado resort to a small field just outside of Pittsburgh.  It took us two very long days from sunup to sundown with an overnight stop at a small uncontrolled field near Cincinnati.  Norm chose the field near Cincinnati because its website claimed there was a motel and restaurant within walking distance. 
 
              It was an interesting two days for me because, to pass the time as we droned on and on, Norm began to act as a flight instructor—he spent hours explaining what we were hearing on the radio and showing me how the controls worked.  It was actually quite exciting to me, a whole new world. 
 
              When the weather was clear and I’d sort of gotten the hang of it, Norm let me handle the controls and try to keep the plane flying at the right altitude and heading in the general direction of where we wanted to go while he pissed in a bottle or napped.  By the time we reached our final destination where the plane would be parked until the job was finished, an uncontrolled field outside Pittsburgh, he was letting me land and take off all by myself—albeit with him constantly giving me instructions and his hands and feet hovering near the controls and ready to grab them and take over if I fucked up.   
 
              As was always his practice when he was on a job, Norm had temporarily installed a new tail number so the plane couldn’t be traced.  Similarly, in the rare cases when he used the radio to do more than listen, he always identified his plane with yet another number and as a somewhat similar-appearing Piper with a less powerful engine and a significantly shorter range. 
 
              “It confuses the shit out of the feds,” he told me once again just as he had on previous occasions.  “And there are no traffic cops up here to pull us over and check my license and registration.” 
 
              Norm was quite proud of the difficulty he would cause for people who would be trying to find us, and rightly so.   
 
    ****** 
 
              Late on our second day out of Colorado, we landed at a small private strip on the outskirts of Pittsburgh and taxied to the hangar and office of its only business, a flight school with a Cessna dealership.  After we both rushed to the toilets, Norm arranged for his plane to be topped off with gas and for a month of parking.  Then we took a taxi to a hotel recommended by the girl working at the flight school desk.   
 
              We were both bushed and went to our rooms to sleep right after we had something to eat in the motel’s restaurant off its lobby—hamburgers and fries for both of us, a beer for Norm, and continuous refills of a glass of Diet Coke for me.  For some reason I was really thirsty. 
 
              “I’ll probably have to get up and piss all night long,” I told Norm after about my third or fourth refill, “but I’m really thirsty.” 
 
    ****** 
 
             The next morning, while we were still at breakfast, Norm began searching the Pittsburgh Craigslist for a local car to buy.  We needed to get one as soon as possible in order to move to a motel further away from the airfield and begin buying the cars and van we’ll need for next week’s job in New York.   
 
              There was a fifteen-hundred dollar Chrysler four-door that sounded just fine, at least over the phone.  Thirty minutes later, Norm put on a disguise and took a taxi over to see it.  I stayed behind. 
 
              I waited at the restaurant and read a novel about a company of medieval archers on my iPad.  I liked it.  They were tough little bastards in those days.  Had to be, I guess.  They reminded me of some of the guys I knew when I was in the army. 
 
              Norm returned more than an hour later with the Chrysler.  It wasn’t much to look at; but it ran and didn’t have any problems such as a missing brake light that would get us pulled over by the police.  And if we were pulled over, it had the name on one of Norm’s legitimate driver’s licenses written on its title as the car’s new owner.  It would do quite nicely.  Only amateurs pulled jobs using stolen cars and stolen plates. 
 
              We immediately checked out, put our bags in the Chrysler, and drove off to look for a cheap motel on the east side of Pittsburg, far away from the airfield where the plane was parked.  I drove while Norm worked his tablet to find another car on Craigslist. 
 
      
 
                              Chapter Fifteen 
 
              Our new motel was a real dump run by an Indian gentleman who was quite happy to accept cash in advance instead of a credit card and willing to give us a discount since we’d be there for two weeks and wouldn’t need maid service.  Norm had put on his fake mustache and sunglasses, pushed some wadding in front of his teeth to make his face bulge out, and walked in the little motel office to rent the rooms we needed.  He took a couple of connecting rooms on the back side of the motel where our cars could be parked and we could come and go without being seen from the street or from the office. 
 
              It’s not likely such a motel would have security cameras and I saw no evidence of any as I sat in the Chrysler waiting for Norm to register.  It was so old and rundown that I was worried, however, that the rooms might not have running water and would have bedbugs.  In other words, it was perfect because we could come and go without anyone seeing us or having any reason to pay attention to us. 
 
              We immediately went to our rooms, and I put on my disguise.  It was similar to Norm’s—short-sleeve shirts so fake tattoos would show on our arms, baseball caps, sunglasses to wear during the day and regular distance glasses with dark frames for night, black tooth caps to give us missing teeth, and fake hair to show under our baseball caps.  We had a similar outfit for Tommy to wear. 
 
              The third call Norm made to find a Craigslist car being sold by someone who was immediately available to show it turned up something that sounded interesting.  So off we went with me driving and Norm navigating.  The car we were going to look at was a grey Datsun with Pennsylvania plates that its owner claimed was in good shape.  As usual, I stayed in the car and out of sight while Norm went in to look at it.  If he likes it and buys it, the Datsun will be the escape car we’d park right outside New York City and drive back to abandon in downtown Pittsburgh.   
 
              I parked out in front of the Datsun seller’s apartment building and waited for what seemed like hours while Norm tried out the car and bought it.  I was hungry and needed to pee by the time Norm waved a friendly hand at the seller and drove away.  I followed him in the Chrysler and pulled in behind him when he stopped at a McDonald’s for lunch.  After lunch, we drove both cars back to our Pittsburgh motel. 
 
              “It’s not bad,” Norm said of the Datsun.  “I got it real cheap because it smells like cigarette smoke and had cigarette burns on the seat and on the dash.  Apparently, a couple of people had already looked at it and passed because of the smell ” 
 
              It was Wednesday afternoon. 
 
    ****** 
 
              Thursday morning came too soon as far as I was concerned.  But I got up, took a shower, put on my disguise, and joined Norm for an early breakfast.  Then I got in the Chrysler and followed Norm we as we drove both cars back to New Jersey to begin finding safe parking places for our escape cars and a van or SUV we could use to carry us and Tommy’s explosives to the club.  As usual, we took everything with us even though we didn’t check out of the motel.  It was a good thing we did. 
 
              Traffic was heavy even though we’d started early, so heavy that it was hard to keep our two cars together with people constantly forcing their way in between us.  As a result, it was late in the afternoon and we were once again more than a little hungry by the time we found what we were looking for—a safe parking lot in New Jersey near the George Washington Bridge, the bridge between New Jersey and New York City, that we intended to use to leave the city early Tuesday morning as soon as the job was finished.   
 
              The parking space Norm rented was for our Datsun escape car.  It was in a safe parking garage in the sense that there was twenty-four hour access and neither the garage nor the immediate neighborhood around it had any security cameras, at least none that we could see. 
 
              I was absolutely starving by the time Norm got the Datsun gassed up and parked, and we found an old mom-and-pop corner restaurant with parking.  It featured, so the signs in its windows claimed, great hamburgers and home-made pies. 
 
              “Hopefully, the kitchen is cleaner than the men’s room,” I said to Norm as I slid into the scratched and battered booth to join him, after heading straight to the men’s room as soon as we entered.  He was simultaneously studying a battered menu and in the process of pouring himself a cup of coffee from a plastic pitcher a gum-chewing waitress had brought to the table.  He poured one for me when he finished filling his cup. 
 
              My plan changed as I thought things over during our very late lunch or, perhaps more accurately, our early dinner. 
 
              “I blew it,” I told Norm as I dug into a piece of pie—apple with a scoop of vanilla ice cream on it; my favorite.  It was unexpectedly good.  Maybe restaurant kitchens don’t have to be clean. 
 
              Then I explained. 
 
              “The traffic coming in from Pittsburgh was much heavier than I expected; we’re going to have to stay someplace around here tonight if we’re going to be able to get everything done in time to hit the club early Tuesday morning.  Tomorrow’s Friday; we’ll probably have to spend all day in the Bronx looking for parking places for our initial escape car and its backup, and then come over here to Jersey to get a set of wheels with Jersey plates.  We can buy the other two on Saturday.  Tommy can meet us at our new motel Sunday morning.” 
 
              It took a while but we found a place to stay.  I called Robbie as soon as we checked in and asked him to have Tommy call me as soon as he could.  Tommy’s call came hours later and woke me out of a sound sleep.  Tommy didn’t say, of course, but I assumed he had to travel a good distance so his call couldn’t be used to find him or associate him with me and Norm. 
 
              After I jerked awake and mumbled a few curses because it was the middle of the night, I gave Tommy the motel’s street address and told him to meet us in the parking lot behind it on Sunday morning around ten o’clock.  I also told him that he should plan on spending the rest of the day taking the van or whatever he would be driving far away to be abandoned with the key in it after he unloaded his “cans and other supplies” into our new van. 
 
    ****** 
 
              Friday morning Norm and I drove into the city and, after driving all over the Bronx, we came up with two good places where we could park on a long-term basis and come and go as we pleased.   
 
              One of the two garages we found was particularly good.  It was about ten blocks from the club and had two side-by-side, long-term spaces available on its fifth parking level.  The garage was accessible twenty-four hours a day, didn’t have an attendant on duty at night, and it had no security cameras.  It looked to be our safest exchange point—we could back the van right up to the wall in the empty spot to hide its license plate and drive off in the escape car parked next to it. 
 
              Norm signed up for a year’s parking at each of the garages, bought a garage door opening “swipe card” for each of the three spaces, and paid the first and last month’s parking in advance.  Then we drove into Jersey to buy the first of the three vehicles we’d need with New Jersey plates—two reliable escape cars and either a van or large SUV to carry the three of us and Tommy’s explosives into the alley behind the club.  They all had to have New Jersey plates, both so they would mislead the police and the Mob as to who we were and where we came from, and so they wouldn’t attract attention as being out of place if they were parked or driven in New York City.   
 
              According to Tommy, the van or SUV would have to be something large enough to hold sixteen plastic milk bottle crates plus “whoever else besides me would be working on the operation and whatever they would need to bring with them.” 
 
              “Whoever else” turned out to be me and Norm and “whatever they would need” turned out to be two sets of solid disguises for all three of us because we would almost certainly get caught on a couple of security cameras in the alley, three clean pistols in case Tommy wanted one, and a battery-powered lock picker like the one we used to get through the back door of the jewelry store in Tucson.  And, of course, we also needed the usual—a scanner capable of picking up police frequencies, untraceable prepaid cell phones and Bluetooths, and infrared vision equipment for when we were working in the club basement.  We had them all. 
 
              In addition to the van, we also needed to buy two bland and dependable escape cars with the name from one of Norm’s valid driver’s licenses on each car’s title as its new owner and New Jersey plates.  It went without saying that all three of them had to be fully usable and totally legal.  We didn’t want to be stopped for something stupid like a missing brake light or out-of-date tags, or be found sitting by the side of the road with our fingers up our asses because we had a flat tire and didn’t have a good spare and a jack. 
 
    ****** 
 
               We finally got through the city’s rush hour traffic and over the bridge into Jersey late Friday afternoon to look at a couple of vans and cars Norm had found on Craigslist and called to inquire about.  I did the driving, and Norm did the navigating and buying.  He looked at a van and passed because of its spare tire—it didn’t have one.  At our second stop, less than an hour later, he bought our first escape car to park in the Bronx, a Buick four-door with current New Jersey plates.   
 
              I followed in the Chrysler as Norm drove the Buick back across the bridge to the Bronx and parked it in one of our newly acquired side-by-side parking spaces.  It would be our primary escape car, the one we’d switch into a few minutes after we finished preparing our little surprise for the club and its members.  
 
               It took us forever to get back to the motel, and afterwards we had another meal at the greasy spoon across the street.  Hamburgers and fries again.   
 
    ****** 
 
               We spent all day Saturday buying a somewhat battered old delivery van and a backup escape car.  We bought the car first, an older black Lincoln, for eleven hundred dollars.  The seller was a recent immigrant from somewhere in the Middle East and hesitant about handing over the car title so Norm could write his name on it as its new owner, probably because Norm’s disguise looked a bit hokey when viewed up close.  He held up each of the hundred dollar bills to the light to see if it was real.  They were, and he reluctantly signed the title and handed it over to Norm. 
 
              Immediately afterwards, Norm paid cash to fill the Lincoln with gas and drove it over the bridge and into the city with me following close behind.  I waited outside the parking garage while he parked in our backup escape parking space.  Then we drove back to Jersey to look at a couple of delivery vans.   
 
             The first van we drove to see was still available and, after driving it around the block and hearing its story, Norm counted a pack of twenty dollar bills into the hands of a black man who had introduced himself with a Hispanic name and Puerto Rican accent, at least that’s what Norm said he thought it probably was. 
 
              Norm drove the van back to the motel with me following in the Chrysler.  Norm had driven the van wearing gloves ever since he bought it.  It had a somewhat faded sign on it for Bouquet Flowers of Bayonne, New Jersey. 
 
    ****** 
 
              Tommy showed up right on schedule at exactly ten o’clock Sunday morning.  I was looking out of my room’s window and saw him as he pulled into the parking lot in the rear of the motel.  I hustled down from my second floor room to greet him and waved a greeting with a big smile, at least big for me, and motioned for him to park next to the Bouquet Flower’s van with New Jersey plates.  He pulled in next to it.  Norm must have been looking out of the window of his room too; he came down the stairs right behind me and joined us on the deteriorating and cracked asphalt of the old motel’s parking lot.   
 
              “Hey, Tommy, welcome to the big city,” I shouted as I trotted down the stairs and walked forward with my hand outstretched as he opened his door and climbed out.  Interestingly enough, this time Tommy’s van had Wisconsin plates. 
 
              “Yo Cage, good to see you.  You too, Norm.” 
 
              After handshakes all around, and a rush to the toilet in my room by Tommy who said he was “near to busting,” we promptly got to work moving a bunch of heavy milk cartons filled with what sort of looked like paper-wrapped bread loaves from Tommy’s van into our old florist van.  Then we took Tommy to lunch to bring him up to date and tell him about the plan. 
 
                It was a long lunch caused by the need to explain to Tommy what we were going to do and answer his questions.  Actually, we only answered some of his questions; we didn’t tell Tommy everything, only that it had to be done to “get rid of some dangerous people who are pissed about the jewelry store job and other stuff.”   
 
              After lunch, we returned to the motel and Norm and I wiped down Tommy’s van and the Chrysler while Tommy took a much-needed nap.  We used Windex and paper towels.  Hopefully, if they’re found, the only fingerprints in them will be those of whoever steals them after we abandon them with their keys in their ignitions. 
 
              Around six in evening, Norm and I woke up Tommy and we each drove one of our three vehicles, including our newly acquired florist’s delivery van, now loaded with Tommy’s explosives, to one of the more rundown areas of Jersey City.  We stopped along the way to fill them up with gas.  Tommy drove the florist’s van “being as you're the one who knows all about explosives”—and being as neither nor I know shit about them and don’t want to get ourselves blown up. 
 
              Norm and I parked Tommy’s original van and the Chrysler on separate side streets a few blocks apart with their keys in their ignitions.  Then we got in our new and highly explosive florist’s van, with Norm taking over from Tommy and doing the driving, to go back to the motel.  On the way back we stopped at a McDonald’s for hamburgers and coffee—all the time talking about tomorrow’s operation and what we would do if this happened or that happened.  
 
              After McDonald’s, we went back to the motel and once again made sure Tommy knew how to use his Bluetooth and the night vision headset he’d be wearing in order to see inside the club.  He seemed a bit anxious about working on his explosives in the dark with only the night vision gear, particularly when I told him he could bring his flashlight but not plan on using it.  I told him not to worry because I’d be right there with him all the time and would make sure he could see clearly enough to do whatever he had to do.  
 
              Tommy shared my room Sunday night and slept on the other twin bed.  I should have stuck him in with Norm—he snored. 
 
      
 
                                Chapter Sixteen 
 
              We slept late Monday morning and then the three of us went out together for a late breakfast and a lot more talking about tonight’s operation.  There were the usual minor last-minute questions and clarifications, but nothing significant came up.  Talking about what we were going to do helped solidify the job in everyone’s mind, including mine. 
 
              After breakfast we went back to the motel to rest and nap.  I told Tommy and Norm to get some sleep and said I’d wake them up at about nine so we can go out together to get something to eat and have one last review of the operation.  And that’s exactly what I did.  It turned out, when we talked, that Tommy had developed a serious reservation about what we were going to do.  When he told us what it was, I had to smile and Norm broke out laughing. 
 
             “I don’t mind telling you guys that I’m really nervous about this here plan—I ain’t never been in no flying plane before.” 
 
              We were a go for an early Tuesday morning visit to the Arthur Avenue Social Club. 
 
    ****** 
 
              Everyone napped until a little after midnight Monday evening with the connecting door open between Norm’s room and mine.  Then, without anyone saying a word, we began putting on our disguises and gloves.  We checked and adjusted each other’s disguises, made sure we each had our ski masks in our pockets, and once again tested our cell phones, Bluetooths, and the night vision devices we’d be using.  No problems. 
 
              The last thing all three of us did before we pulled out of the motel’s parking lot was make a final inspection and cleanup of both motel rooms to be sure they were totally empty and wiped clean of fingerprints and any DNA-yielding piss spots that might have hit the faded tiles on the bathroom floor.   
 
              Both of our rooms at the motel were paid up in advance for the next two weeks and we had gotten a lower rate by doing without maid service.  Hopefully, the motel owner will never be asked about us or, if he is, won’t realize we left days earlier and that there were three of us. 
 
    ****** 
 
              It may have been warm and muggy all day Monday, but it was cool and almost chilly by the time we piled into the Bouquet Flowers van and drove out of the motel parking lot early Tuesday morning.  Norm was driving, and I was sitting in the passenger’s seat; Tommy was sitting on an empty milk crate in the rear babysitting his explosives and the soft gym bags carrying our disguises and our changes of clothes for after the job.   
 
              We reached the George Washington Bridge at about two forty.  The somewhat muggy day had turned into a comfortable middle of the night.  As we drove we could see the side of the road still had wet spots from a slight rain that must have fallen hours earlier.  There was a surprising amount of traffic going into the city but it moved right along except for a stretch of the road just before the bridge where a repair crew was working. 
 
              “Smile,” said Norm cynically as we pulled up to the brightly lighted toll booth to toss in the required number of coins, “you’re on Candid Camera.” 
 
              I did smile, and then I deliberately turned to say something to Norm; I wanted the camera to pick up my missing tooth, the fake ponytail coming out of my Met’s baseball cap, and the bulges in my face caused by all the moldable pink ear plugs I jammed in between my teeth and my cheeks to disfigure the shape of my face.  I’d temporarily taken the Bluetooth out of my ear and kept it clenched in my fist until we cleared the bridge on the New York side. 
 
    ****** 
 
              New York’s late-night bars were still open and would be for almost an hour more.  Even so, traffic was virtually non-existent and there was no one on the sidewalk to see us as we turned right off of streetlight-lit Arthur Avenue and then right again a few feet later to enter the darkened alley behind the club.   
 
              We all pulled on our ski masks as Norm tersely announced that he was turning into the alley.  He drove up to the rear door of the club and stopped in front of it with the van’s headlights on as if he’d done it a thousand times before.  After a few seconds, he doused the headlights and we all climbed out to help unload the truck just as we would if we were making a normal delivery. 
 
              Tommy and Norm began to unload the truck and stack the crates of explosives next to the club’s rear door.  While they were busy unloading the crates, I stuck the thick metal wires of my battery-powered lock picker, the new one Robbie had found and sent to me in response to my “special request,” into the keyhole and hit the trigger with my right hand while I tried door knob with my left.  There was the usual chattering clatter for a couple of seconds, and the knob turned; we were in. 
 
              I quickly put the lock picker back into the van, shut the van’s door without slamming it, and moved to hold the door to the club open so Tommy and Norm could begin stacking the crates of explosives just inside the door.  They moved quickly and I kept a lookout and listened while they did.   
 
              Less than three minutes later everything was inside including me and Tommy, the rear door to the club was once again closed and locked, and Norm was driving away in the florist’s van to where he would wait for our call to come pick us up and carry us away to safety.  The only things in the van besides Norm were three small soft duffle bags with our changes of clothes and shoes and the battery-powered lock picking gun Robbie had sent me. 
 
    ****** 
 
              Tommy and I did not put our night vision headsets on until we were all the way inside the club with the door shut and locked.  And then I put mine on and helped Tommy get his headset turned on and adjusted so he could see more clearly.  I had a rough idea where the door to the basement stairs was located, and I found it and opened it almost instantly.  There was even a rubber doorstop to hold it open while we carried the milk crates filled with explosive loaves down to the basement.  They were surprisingly heavy. 
 
              First things first.  Tommy and I went down the stairs into the basement to check it out.  What a mess.  Crates of beer and wine were stacked up haphazardly and, behind them, old wooden chairs and tables, and a number of cardboard boxes filled with God knows what.  There was even an old-fashioned foosball table standing on three legs and a battered old sofa standing on end and leaning against the wall. 
 
              “Where do you want to stack them?” I asked Tommy. 
 
              “It don’t matter.  I got enough blocks of C-4 to level this here place no matter where we put them.” 
 
              “Well, we gotta hide the crates so no one comes down here for booze and finds them.  Let’s move some of this stuff out of the way and then bring your crates down here and stack them against the far wall over there in the corner.  When you’re finished and set the timer, we’ll stack this crap back in front of them so they can’t be seen.” 
 
    ****** 
 
              We worked together to move the junk in the basement out of the way.  Then Tommy began carrying the crates down the stairs to the basement while I finished moving some of the cardboard boxes filled with what looked like clothes and personal stuff.  That’s when everything changed. 
 
              Suddenly the single light hanging down from the ceiling came on and there was a man standing at the top of the stairs with a pistol pointing at me, a big beefy guy of about forty years old wearing a white tee shirt with some kind of picture on it.  My initial reaction, after being surprised and whipping off my night vision goggles, was that he didn’t look too bright.  Another guy was standing behind him at the top of the stairs pointing his gun in another direction, probably at Tommy who’d been upstairs getting the last of his milk crates. 
 
              “Well, don’t just stand there, goddamnit,” I said as I took off my night vision headset and tossed it on a crate of beer.  “Put that thing down and help me move this shit out of the way.  We ain’t got all night.” 
 
              This was definitely not the response the guy pointing the pistol at me had expected. 
 
              “What the hell is going on?  Who are you, and what are you doing here?” 
 
              “I’m Frankie from Montreal.  Didn’t Joey Dollar send you to help us?” 
 
              “No he didn’t; Bobby saw you drive in the alley so we come to see who youse is.” 
 
              “Well you two better start helping us and keep your goddamn mouths shut or Joey’s gonna be pissed and you’re gonna be in big trouble.  No one’s supposed to know about this shit.” 
 
              By now the big beefy man with the gun pointed at me had walked down the wooden stairs, and his friend was coming down behind him as Tommy walked down in front of him with his hands in the air.  The guy I’d been talking to was still holding his gun on me as he walked down the stairs and reached the cellar floor, but he was uncertain and so was the guy behind Tommy who’d heard the whole exchange.   
 
              I just stood there under the bare light bulb hanging down and waited while everyone came down the stairs.  The two men who had surprised us still had guns in their hands and were nervous and ready, but they were uncertain and no longer pointing them directly at us.  My response and mentioning Dollar Joe had set them on their heels and confused them. 
 
              “Tommy, you get up there and get the rest of the stuff.  And you,” I said as I moved my arm to point at the big beefy guy, “had better get over... Boom, boom.”   
 
              I fired one round from my derringer right into Beefy’s face and then, a split second later, my second shot into the chest of the guy who sort of had his gun pointed at Tommy.  My ears began ringing; the noise was deafening and Tommy’s mouth had popped open in stunned disbelief. 
 
              The face on the first guy I shot exploded into a red pulp and he went over backwards like he’d been hit in the face with a baseball bat.  A .38 round with its tip clipped off to make it a dum-dum will do that to you every time.  The look on the face of the other guy, the one I shot in the chest, was one of pure astonishment.  The impact of my dum-dum shot had backed him up a few paces, and he was looking down at his chest as if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing.  Then he grabbed at his chest, started to say something, staggered backwards, and sat down with his back against a tattered, old sofa that had been leaning against the wall.  It went over with a crash. 
 
    ****** 
 
              “Holy shit,” said Tommy.  His eyes were as big as saucers in the glare of the light bulb hanging down from the ceiling and his face was white.  I thought he might faint. 
 
              “Get going on wiring up the explosives.  I’m going to check out upstairs.  We need to know if anyone heard the shots.  I’ll bring down the crates that are still up in the club.” 
 
              “Yes, but....” 
 
              “No buts; get going.”  And with that I went up the stairs two at a time.  I left the cellar light on but closed the door to the main floor of the club so the light couldn’t be seen. 
 
              It was dark in the club, and I couldn’t see very well once the cellar door was closed.  There was only the faintest sliver of light coming in around the edge of the boarded window that faced Arthur Avenue.  I felt my way to it and looked out the crack.  I could see Arthur Avenue.  Nothing.  No one was parked or walking in the street in front of the club.   
 
              I called Norm.  He hadn’t called to warn us.  I wanted to know why he hadn’t.  Was there trouble? 
 
              “Hey, it’s me.  You see anything or hear anything on the scanner?” 
 
              “Nada.  Not a peep.  How’s it going?  I been listening on my cell phone and heard some noise.  Sounded like a bunch of guys talking and then some shots.  What happened?” 
 
              “We had a little problem, but I fixed it.  I’ll tell you about it later.” 
 
    ****** 
 
              It took Tommy and me more than an hour to get things cleaned up and organized.  I carried the rest of the explosives-filled milk crates downstairs and Tommy wired them up.  While he was doing that and setting the timer, I dragged the two stiffs back into the corner and put them next to the milk crates Tommy had stacked up four high into a little column.  Then, after Tommy had twice assured me that everything was wired up and the timer properly set for a little more than eighteen hours, so it would go off a few minutes before ten this evening, we began rearranging stuff from the basement so the crates and dead men couldn’t be seen if anyone came down into the cellar.   
 
              Our big and unexpected problem, of course, was the two big puddles of blood and the stuff that got splattered when I offed our two visitors.  Tommy and I did our best; we used some old clothes from a couple of the boxes to soak it up and clean off the splattered stuff as good as we could.  Then we tossed the clothes on top of the bodies along with a couple of the more splattered boxes and one of the chairs.  There was no way to move the sofa because it was too damn big. 
 
              We turned the sofa around so the splatter wouldn’t show and began moving boxes and chairs and other shit to fill in the pathway we’d cleared to get the milk crates back to the wall where they couldn’t be seen.  It took much longer than we expected and Norm was getting more and more anxious as the fifteen minutes I had expected turned into more than an hour.  It seemed like I had to keep reassuring him every three or four minutes. 
 
              Our final move after I told Norm to come get us was to push the cases of booze up next to the stairs where they could more easily be found by the light coming in from the club when the door to the basement was open, and then reach up to break the basement light bulb.   
 
             We were over an hour late getting out of the place.  The sun would be coming up shortly on another muggy, sunny, summer day in the Bronx. 
 
    ****** 
 
              “What happened?  What took so long? ” demanded an anxious Norm as Tommy and I got in the van and moved straight to the back to begin changing out of our bloody clothes and disguises and into clean and very different clothes and shoes from our soft overnight bags. 
 
              “I’ll tell you about it when we have more time,” I said. 
 
      
 
                                        Epilogue 
 
              The gang war that the media had breathlessly anticipated after thirty-seven members of the Bonanno crime family and several innocent Wall Street executives got blown up a couple of weeks ago had not yet gone beyond a few scattered shooting and disappearances.  The “experts on organized crime” the talk shows hurriedly called in to discuss the explosion and its ghastly aftermath were mostly a bunch of authors and hurriedly recruited retired FBI agents along with a few scattered professors and a couple of semi-famous directors and actors who had once worked on a television series about the Mob.   
 
              Initially, the talk show hosts and their guests were certain that they would soon have even more exciting events to talk about.  After all, they pointed out to each other and their audiences with sincere and concerned looks on their faces, a major upheaval was obviously underway in the world of organized crime, one that would most likely lead to gang warfare reminiscent of the 1930s.   
 
              The Mob fascinated the media’s viewers and readers and the press followed the story quite avidly.  Press conferences were held by the Director of the FBI and other important officials, numerous interviews were given by various “experts” and law enforcement agency “spokespersons,” the president and various politicians forthrightly called for the end of violence and the banning of automatic weapons.  It was a major news story for the better part of three days.   
 
              Pencie and I missed most of the media coverage because we’d taken off on a vacation; we’d flown to Rwanda because Pencie had seen a show on the National Geographic Channel and wanted to see mountain gorillas in the wild before they got wiped out.  We watched gorillas for three days as they ate green plants and scratched their fleas.  They reminded me of some guys I’d worked a couple of jobs with back in the States.  Then we flew back to Amsterdam and took a river cruise. 
 
    ****** 
 
              We were newly returned from our vacation and had just finished a round of golf on Pencie’s favorite course when it happened.  A somewhat elderly man wearing shorts and a short-sleeve red shirt was waiting patiently as we climbed out of the cart and started to unload our bags of golf clubs. 
 
             “Oh, Mister Cage, may I speak with you privately for a moment?”  He had a business card in his hand.  I’d never seen him before, and he knew my name?  Someone at the club must have told him.  But why?  I looked at him with a question in my eyes. 
 
              “About Arthur Avenue and the Social Club,” he said with sort of a smile.  Alarms and sirens went off in my mind, and it took all the self control I could muster not to looked look around to see if I was about to be arrested or shot down. 
 
              He quickly spoke to reassure me.  Pencie heard him and saw the intensity in my eyes.  She looked at me, then at him, and then back at me.  I motioned for her to go ahead without me.  Maybe I could run for it.  But how?  I’d given my car to the parking attendant. 
 
              “Oh dear, I didn’t mean to upset you,” the man said.  “There’s no problem, there really isn’t.  Quite the contrary, actually.  Here, please take my card.  I’m here all alone as you can see.” 
 
    ****** 
 
              I stood there dumbfounded for a moment as Pencie disappeared into the pro shop; then I reached out and took the card as the man beamed at me.  Donald Carlson, Chief Technical Officer of the Mass Data Program of a technology company located in San Jose.  It meant nothing to me. 
 
              “You must be mistaken.  I don’t know anything about Arthur Avenue.”  And if you’re really here all alone I’m going to kill you as soon as I get a chance. 
 
              He smiled at me and said, “Of course you do.  It took Sam more than thirty minutes to find you, you know.” 
 
              “I don’t know anyone by the name of Sam; sorry, but you’ve got the wrong guy.” 
 
              “Ah, well, perhaps I do.  But what if I told you that Sam says that next month, somewhere in the San Antonio area, the Mob is going to use almost thirty million dollars of good, used twenties and hundreds from its Indian casinos to pay for an entire planeload of heroin.  The Venezuelan army is selling it so they can pay their troops.  That money interests my company because Sam says there is at least one bank in Switzerland, and maybe two, which will buy all the dollars for their overseas cash stations and send my company enough money so that we won’t have to go to the thieves on Wall Street for another round of financing and give up control of our company to get it.” 
 
              “Who are you?” I asked with an incredulous sound in my voice as I cocked my head and leaned forward to look at him closely. 
 
              “I’m Sam’s designer and chief technical officer.  Sam’s the new next-generation supercomputer my company is developing.  It’s a powerful computer, the most powerful computer so far, and it’s already doing things that have never been done before—like visual and voice recognitions and simultaneously reading and analyzing things like all FedEx and UPS shipments, security camera images and aircraft radar tracks of the past few years, and all the bank deposits, cell phone calls, and emails that have been made or sent in the past couple of years. 
 
              “That’s how we found out who hit the Bonanno Family and its jewelry store; not by finding you as you might imagine, but by eliminating everyone else.” 
 
              To say I was surprised and dumbfounded at what the man had just told me would be seriously understating the thoughts racing through my mind.  But then I pulled myself together. 
 
              “Thirty million in used twenties and hundreds?   You don’t say.  Well now,  my friends and I are always interested in hearing about new technologies and job opportunities; perhaps we should have a beer and talk.” 
 
              I said it with a smile and gestured towards the staircase leading up to the bar. 
 
      
 
                                            —The End— 
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