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Introduction



FISHERS OF MEN – GALLO & DANTE – BOOK 3

After assisting Kate with a challenging case, Gallo and Dante find themselves summoned by Manhattan crime boss, Mario Cavallaro. Cavallaro tasks them with tracking down a treacherous mobster who has colluded with the Russian mob in a bold bid to seize control of Brooklyn. This mobster, Vito Amato, was once the trusted underboss of the late and notorious leader of the Brooklyn mob, Al Torrio.

As Gallo and Dante embark on their perilous quest to locate Amato, Kate, with her keen investigative instincts, takes on a new client. Her client, a woman tormented by suspicion, believes her husband is entangled in an illicit affair. She implores Kate to uncover the truth. In the course of her investigation, Kate stumbles upon a sinister murder plot, a web of deceit spun by a cunning and malevolent mind. Will Kate unravel the tangled threads of this conspiracy, or will she find herself ensnared as a mere pawn in a deadly game of intrigue?

Kate’s brother, Alexander, a determined police detective, is on a mission of his own. He is intent on catching Gallo and Dante red-handed as they pursue Vito Amato and deliver their own brand of mob justice. Alexander harbors a deep-seated desire to extricate Gallo from his sister’s life, and he will bend the rules to ensure it happens.

Will Gallo and Dante locate Amato and extract their own form of retribution? And if they do, will Alexander be poised to hold them accountable for acting as executioners? Alexander’s relentless fixation on Gallo and Dante may ultimately cause him more harm than it does them, as destiny has an unexpected twist in store for the relentless detective.
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QUOTE



And he saith unto them, follow me, and I will make you fishers of men.

Book of Matthew 4:19 KJV


Chapter 1



On a Saturday in early July 1988, Gallo and Dante entered Yankee Stadium with their friend Ernesto. Ernesto was Cuban and his surname was Cuban, so Gallo and Dante sometimes called him Cuban the Cuban.

Cuban was being treated to a day at the stadium by the boys. Cuban worked at a parking garage Gallo and Dante frequented in Harlem. He had recently caught someone tampering with Dante’s van and got knocked out for his trouble. The tampering consisted of placing six sticks of dynamite beneath the van. If not for Cuban, Gallo and Dante might have been blown to bits.

Cuban never had to worry about paying for anything as long as Gallo or Dante were around. They got great tickets from a scalper that placed them eight rows behind the Yankees’ dugout. The Yanks were playing the Kansas City Royals.

Cuban, who was five-foot-four, looked like a child walking alongside his giant friends. Gallo and Dante’s great height and size caused many to stare at them. They were used to it.

The Yankees won the game by a score of 5 to 3.
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Cuban walked back toward Dante’s van waving a Yankee banner. He also had on a Don Mattingly pinstriped jersey with the number 23 on it. Cuban was a huge Mattingly fan. Unfortunately, Mattingly had only one hit in five at bats during the game, but he was still the best hitter on the Yankees.

“Did you have a good time, Cuban?” Dante asked.

“Hell yes, Dante. And thanks again for treating me.”

“We owed you, Cuban,” Gallo said. “Anytime we come here with you, it will be our treat.”

“I was just doing my job. I can’t let people mess with the customers’ vehicles. Did you ever catch up with that guy?”

“Yeah,” Gallo said. “You won’t see him again.”

Dante smiled, knowing that was true. The man who’d planted the bomb on his van was Alonso Cappi. Thanks to Gallo, Cappi was now a permanent part of the foundation of a new apartment building being constructed in Brooklyn. Cappi had been trying to kill them for the late Brooklyn mob boss, Al Torrio. Gallo had killed Torrio as well, but his death was blamed on others.

“Are you hungry, Cuban? Gallo and I are stopping at the diner near the garage for lunch.”

Cuban patted his stomach. “I had two hot dogs and a pretzel. I’m good until dinner. But thanks for the offer.”

They dropped Cuban off in front of his apartment house on West 147th Street and drove to the diner. They rarely missed a chance to eat there when they were in Harlem, as they enjoyed the food.

Before entering, Dante stepped into the phone booth out front and called his answering machine to see if he had any messages. It was a tight fit, given his size. There was one call from Kate Warren.

Dante told Gallo about Kate’s call as he stepped out of the phone booth.

“Does she want to work with us again?”

“Yup. It’s an insurance case. The insurance company thinks a woman is faking blindness. Kate said she needs to prove if she can see or not.”

“Did you call her back?”

“Nah, not without talking to you first.”

“I’m willing, if you are. When you call her back, tell her we’ll come by her office on Monday morning.”

Gallo entered the booth and called his own phone for messages. Kate had called him too and left a similar message to the one she’d left for Dante. Gallo had a second call. It was from Bobby Cantaneo.

Gallo told Dante about Cantaneo’s call as they sat in a booth inside the diner.

“I guess he’s out on parole now.”

“Yeah, and he wants to get together with us.”

“Why?”

“He didn’t say, and I’m wondering how he got my phone number. I never gave it to him.”

“Maybe he’s changed his mind about staying out of Brooklyn after learning that Al Torrio is dead.”

“I doubt it. Bobby isn’t the same man he was before going to prison.”

“If he hadn’t been busted, he might be running Brooklyn. Now that Torrio is gone, I guess his underboss, Vito Amato, is running things.”

“And Bobby hates Amato, because Amato killed his brother.”

“When did Bobby want to meet with us?”

“He didn’t say, and I didn’t call him back.”

“Are you going to?”

Gallo shook his head. “I want to see what he does next. Bobby and I weren’t friends before he went into prison and we’re not friends now.”

“So, you think he wants something?”

“Yeah. And if he wants it bad enough, he’ll call again.”

“Could he be setting us up for someone?”

“I doubt it, but you never know.”
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Bobby Cantaneo was living in a halfway house for paroled cons in the Bowery. His parole officer was Luther Hayes. Hayes was a friend of Detective Alexander Warren, and Alexander Warren was determined to see Gallo and Dante be put away for murder. He was using Bobby Cantaneo to make that happen.

Bobby entered a coffee shop that was three blocks away from the halfway house. Alexander was at a table waiting for him. He was dressed in a suit because he was working. He was eager to know what progress Bobby had made in getting close to Gallo and Dante.

Bobby limped over to the table. The limp wasn’t a bad one, but it was permanent. He’d gotten it when another inmate attacked him in the prison showers. Bobby survived the attack, only to nearly die from the infection he’d gotten from the rusty piece of metal his attacker used as a weapon.

Alexander had ordered coffee for him, not out of kindness, but because it would look odd if he had a cup in front of him and Bobby didn’t. His first words to Bobby were a question instead of a greeting.

“Has Gallo called you back yet?”

“No. But I only called and left a message this morning.”

“Call him again tomorrow if you don’t hear from him.”

“Even if he calls me back, I don’t know what to say to him. I’m telling you the truth, Detective, we’re not friends. I just ran into him and Dante sometimes. You know how it is when you know a guy because you see him around town, but you don’t really know him.”

“I don’t care. You find a way to get close to them. Gallo visited you in prison, so you two must have some connection.” Alexander leaned forward and lowered his voice. “Remember what Luther told you. You either help me or you’ll find yourself back in prison. Do whatever it takes, Cantaneo, but you get close to Gallo. I want to see that bastard behind bars.”

Bobby squinted at Alexander. “Why do you hate Gallo so much?”

The waitress walked over with a carafe of coffee. She was an older woman who had come to the city from Waterloo, Iowa, at eighteen to be a star on Broadway. To get by, she’d taken a job as a waitress. That had been thirty-seven years ago. As she reached the table, she saw that neither man had taken a sip from their cups.

“Um, would you two like anything to eat?”

Alexander stood, handed her a few dollars, and told her to keep the change. After the waitress left, he stared down at Bobby.

“Do whatever it takes. Luther and I are serious. Either Gallo and Dante go to prison or you do.”

Alexander walked out, leaving Bobby alone.

Bobby sipped on his coffee and thought about what his next move should be.


Chapter 2



Monday morning found Kate in her office as usual, but she wasn’t alone. She was with her best friend, Emily Grant. Emily was a cute, petite blonde who stood five-foot-three and worked as a nurse. She was on the three p.m. to midnight shift at a hospital.

Kate and Emily had been friends since grade school, and Kate was Emily’s maid of honor. Emily had two children, both girls. Emily’s daughters were spending two weeks at her in-law’s farm in Texas. Her husband was off on a last minute business trip that had come up the same time he and Emily were set to take a vacation to visit old friends in North Carolina. Emily had taken the week off, and with the vacation needing to be rescheduled, it left Emily alone and bored.

Kate suggested she come visit her at the office. Emily could tag along while she worked. The two of them had been talking over old times when they heard the door to the outer office open.

“That must be Gallo and Dante.”

Emily smiled. “After all you’ve told me about them, I can’t wait to meet them.”

It was Gallo and Dante. And although Kate had told Emily how big they were, Emily’s mouth still dropped open when she saw them in person.

“When you said they were big, I didn’t think you meant this big.”

Kate made the introductions. Dante was ready to ask Emily out until he spotted her wedding ring.

“You’re married, Emily?”

“Yes. He was my high school sweetheart.”

“He’s a lucky man.”

Emily grinned. “I tell him that all the time.”
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Kate filled the boys in on her case as they all sat in her office. That included photos.

“This is Shelby York,” Kate said, while holding up a photo of a chubby woman with dark, frizzy hair, a crooked nose, and dull brown eyes. It was an employee photo taken at the time she’d been hired.

“Miss York was injured while working at a supermarket. Boxes fell from a high shelf in the storeroom and struck her on the side of the head. Her right cheek had a minor cut, there was a bruise on one shoulder, and Miss York claimed the accident left her blind. She and her lawyer are asking for a settlement of over two million dollars.”

Dante whistled. “A million an eye is a lot. Then again, I’d much rather have my sight.”

“My client, Guarantor Insurance, believes Miss York is faking. Her lawyer is known to be shady and the doctor he uses is just as bad.”

Kate held up a different photo. It showed a house in Queens. “This is Shelby York’s house. I’ve staked it out for over a week and have nothing to show for it but bloodshot eyes from barely sleeping. If she’s left the house or done something that will prove she’s faking, I haven’t seen it. But I’m only one person and can’t watch her twenty-four hours a day. That’s where you two come in. I need you to watch her when I can’t. I’ll give you the video camera, so you can catch her in the act.”

“What if she never leaves the house?” Dante asked.

“This could take time. Her mother buys her groceries once a week, so she doesn’t need to shop. She also keeps her curtains drawn, so it’s impossible to see inside the house. And they’re blackout curtains. I can’t even tell if she has lights on at night when she’s alone.”

Gallo asked to see the photo of the house. He studied it for a moment, then held it up and pointed at a vehicle in the photo. The car was a pink 1956 Volkswagen Beetle. It gleamed as if new, although it was built over thirty years ago.

“Is this Shelby York’s car?”

“Yes,” Kate said.

“There aren’t many of these old ones around, and it looks to be in great condition. I bet she loves her car. It must be killing her not to be able to drive it.”

“I guess,” Kate said, then she cocked her head. “Have you come up with an idea?”

“Maybe,” Gallo said, then he spoke to Dante. “Isn’t Davey Quinn’s garage in Queens?”

“Davey Quinn? Yeah, it’s just off the Grand Central Parkway.”

“And he owes us, doesn’t he?”

Dante laughed. “Oh, I’d forgotten about that. Yeah, he owes us.”

“Who’s Davey Quinn and why does he owe you?” Kate asked.

“Davey thinks of himself as a ladies’ man. He picked the wrong lady once and her husband was out to kill Davey with a baseball bat. Gallo and I spoke to the husband and told him that would be a bad idea.”

Kate raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Only talk?”

Dante raised up a hand as if he were being sworn in. “Just talk. It helped that Gallo broke the husband’s baseball bat in half and handed it back to him in pieces.”

“Okay, and what does this Quinn owing you a favor have to do with proving Shelby York can see?”

Gallo smiled. “I have a plan.”
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An hour later, Kate was parked near Shelby York’s home with Emily. They were in her black Chevy Camaro and hidden behind a sunscreen that had the image of the comic strip character Garfield facing out. Kate had cut out one of Garfield’s eyes so she could film through the windshield with her video camera. They were waiting for Gallo and Dante to show up.

Emily was laughing. “This should be funny to watch if it works. Gallo is as smart as he is handsome.”

Kate looked at her friend. “He is handsome, isn’t he?”

“Like you haven’t noticed. C’mon Kate. I can tell you like him. Has he asked you out?”

“No.”

“What about Dante?”

“He flirted some when we first met, but it wasn’t serious.”

“Maybe because he knows you have a thing for his friend. Would you accept if Gallo asked you out?”

“I… I’m not sure. Alexander has a history with Gallo and Dante. He arrested them a long time ago, and the charges were dropped.”

“What were the charges?”

“They assaulted a man who had hurt Dante’s sister.”

“It sounds like he had it coming.”

“There’s something else.”

“Don’t tell me Gallo is married.”

“No. Well, I don’t think he is. The truth is, I don’t really know much about him or Dante. I do know they’re members of the Mafia.”

“Yeah, right.”

“I’m serious, Em. Gallo and Dante are members of the Mafia.”

“The Mafia, Mafia?”

“Yes.”

“And you work with them?”

“I like them both, and Gallo saved my life. I also wouldn’t know where that photo of Sasha had been taken if not for his help.”

“Tell him no if he ever asks you out. I mean, the Mafia. Oh, Alexander must love that you’re hanging around them.”

“He’s asked me if I’m sleeping with Gallo. He’s afraid the two of us might get close.”

“Can you blame him?”

“It’s not as black-and-white as it seems. Whatever else they are, Gallo and Dante are decent men.”

“Decent men who are members of the Mafia? Seriously, Katie?”

“I know it sounds strange, but it’s true. You met them. Do they seem like monsters to you?”

“No. But if they’re part of the Mafia, maybe you’d be better off staying away from them.”

A red tow truck turned a corner behind them. Kate noticed it in her side-view mirror.

“I think that’s them. I’ll start filming.”
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Shelby York was faking being blind. She’d gotten the idea to do so after hearing about an injured woman in California who had been awarded a multi-million dollar settlement in a negligence case. Shelby had spent weeks finding the right lawyer and doctor to help her, then she set things up at work so several heavy boxes would fall. They had never struck her. She’d cut her cheek using a fingernail and the bruises on her shoulder had already been there. Before leaving for work that morning, she’d hit herself with a rolling pin several times.

The blackout curtains had been part of her plan, as she knew she’d have to stay indoors until she won her case. She was getting cabin fever after being inside for a month and wished she could hop in her car and head to the Jersey shore to party, but that would be stupid.

And man, was it ever boring to stay in the house. She wasn’t into crossword puzzles, didn’t like to read, and daytime TV sucked. She tried peeking out the window a few times, but even that was boring. All her neighbors worked during the week and few cars went down their street. Sitting around and eating all day had added another five pounds to her already round body.

Shelby’s lawyer told her the insurance company would have someone checking on her, to prove she was lying. But so far, no one had come to the door. If they did, she wouldn’t open it. The best thing she could do was to stay inside. Thankfully, her mother handled the shopping and brought her anything she needed. It wasn’t for nothing. She’d have to give her mom a hundred thousand dollars when the insurance company paid up. That seemed like a lot of money for just shopping once a week, but who else could she trust?

With nothing better to do, Shelby was watching TV when she heard the noise outside. Then came the voices. It sounded like two men were in front of her house. And was that a truck she was hearing? Shelby moved aside a curtain just enough to peek out with one eye. What she saw made her heart race.
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“Are you sure this is the right car?” Dante asked Gallo. They had pulled up in front of Shelby’s prized Volkswagen with a flatbed tow truck.

Gallo shrugged. “How many old Beetles can there be?”

Dante scratched his head while looking at a sheet of paper. “It’s the right house number, but this isn’t the right street.”

Gallo waved that away. “It’s probably a typo. See if the car’s unlocked, then make sure the parking brake isn’t on.”

The car was locked. Gallo passed Dante a slender metal bar to jimmy the door open. “Release the parking brake and make sure it’s in neutral.”

Dante used the bar to unlock the driver’s side door on the Beetle. When he sat in the car, he had to hunch forward over the steering wheel to fit. His knees were almost touching his ears. Volkswagen Beetles weren’t designed for men as big as he was. But then, not much was.

Gallo dragged a chain across the ground while holding the hook on its end. He would connect it to the car’s undercarriage in preparation of pulling it onto the flatbed.

The front door of Shelby York’s house opened, and Shelby stepped out onto the porch. She had on dark glasses and was holding a cane.
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“And there she is,” Kate said from behind the smiling face of Garfield. “I spent about a hundred hours hoping to see her, and they get her to come out in minutes.”

Emily was looking out through a small slit Kate had made on her side of the Garfield sunscreen.

“She doesn’t look happy to see them.”

“No, she doesn’t. Let’s see if Gallo’s plan works.”
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Shelby wondered what the hell was going on. There were two giants outside her house and they were messing with her car. It looked like they were going to tow it away. She could make out what they were doing, despite the dark glasses. But the things had such a high level of opacity, it made the outside world look like it was nighttime, instead of the sunny day it was.

Speaking of outside, Shelby knew she shouldn’t have left her house, but as long as she kept the dark glasses on and moved the cane around, she figured she’d be all right.

“Hello? Hey, who’s there? Can I help you with something?”

The men ignored her. The one in the car was so damn big it looked like the Beetle had been built around him and he was wearing it. Not that the other man was any smaller. Shelby had once dated a guy who’d been six-foot-nine. She’d thought he was big, but these two were taller. They also had more muscle.

“I can hear you. Tell me what you’re doing. Are you messing with my car?”

The one with the curly hair squeezed himself out of the Beetle. First his head appeared, then his body. It reminded Shelby of a nature documentary she’d seen recently that showed a baby rhino being born. The guy’s humongous torso left the car, and he stood up. The top of her car came to her chin. On him, it was closer to his waist.

The man smiled at her. It was a great smile, although it was lopsided.

“We’ll have this junker out of here in no time, miss. Don’t worry.”

“Junker? My car’s not a junker. That’s a classic, and it’s rare. Plus, they don’t sell them here anymore. You’d have to go to Mexico to buy one now.”

“It’s a little small.”

“Everything is small on someone your size.”
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Inside her Camaro, Kate grinned.

Emily smiled at her. “Did you hear what she said?”

“About Dante’s size? Oh yeah, and it’s recorded too. But I’m not sure it’s enough to prove she’s faking.”

“Maybe she’ll slip up again.”

“I think the boys will make sure of it.”
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As Gallo stood at the front of the car untangling knots in the tow chain, Dante kept reaching behind himself, as if he had an itch he couldn’t get to. Backing up to the car, he began rubbing against it, making the vehicle rock.

“Hey! Don’t do that. You’ll scratch the paint.”

Dante stopped, turned, and looked at the driver’s side door. He stared over at Shelby with a sheepish grin.

“You were right. I scratched it. But so what? It’s headed to the junkyard.”

Shelby went down the steps while holding on to the railing. Not once did she use her cane. When she reached Dante’s side of the van, she raised the dark glasses to inspect the door.

“I don’t see a scratch.”

Dante angled his head sideways. “I guess it was the way the light was hitting it.”

Shelby walked over to Gallo. “You’ve got the wrong car.”

Gallo called to Dante. “What type of car is on that paper you have?”

“A red 1956 Volkswagen Beetle.”

Gallo sent Shelby a smug look. “That’s this car all right.”

“What? Are you stupid? This car is hot pink, not red.” Shelby pointed at the tow truck. “That’s red. This is pink. Pink isn’t red.”

“So it’s a light red. Red is red. And when we get it back to the junkyard, it will be a red cube.”

“You’ve got the wrong car!”

Dante walked over. “She might be right. Yeah, this is the correct address, number twelve, but there is a different street name on the paperwork.”

Shelby grabbed the sheet of paper from his hand, then took off her glasses to read it.

“This says Twelve Crocheron Avenue. Crocheron Avenue is all the way over in Murray Hill.”

Gallo gathered up the chain, tossed it in the rear of the truck’s cab, and climbed in. Dante was closing the door on the passenger side.

Shelby watched them drive off, puzzled by their sudden departure. When she turned around, she saw movement in the vehicle that was parked in front of her neighbor’s house. There were two women sitting in it. The driver had dark hair and her friend was a blonde. They reminded her of the cheerleaders back in high school. The type of women every guy liked. The driver had just removed a sunshade out of the windshield.

Why are they smiling at me?

Then she noticed the video camera sitting on top of the dashboard.

Shit!
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Kate laughed when Shelby shoved the dark glasses back onto her face and began tapping her cane with one hand while keeping the other probing the air in front of her.

She started the engine and eased her car away from the curb. Kate lowered the passenger window as they drew even with Shelby.

“You can stop the act now, Miss York. I’ve got you on video reading that sheet of paper. You also pointed out what color the tow truck was.”

Shelby took off the glasses. “I’ll pay you a lot more for that videotape than the insurance company will. Okay?”

Kate cupped a hand over her ear. “What was that you said?”

“I said I’ll give you money for that tape! A lot of money. I’ll have millions when I win. Do we have a deal?”

“I was still recording you. Maybe they’ll charge you with attempted bribery or hit you with another fraud charge.”

Kate drove off as Shelby tossed her cane at her. She missed hitting the back of the car by only an inch. Not bad aim for a blind woman.


Chapter 3



Gallo and Dante entered Kate’s office again after dropping off the tow truck at Davey Quinn’s garage. Kate greeted them at the door to her office with a huge smile.

“That was great work, guys. I wished I had called you a week ago, instead of wasting so much time watching that house and waiting for Shelby York to come out.”

Dante grinned back at her. “That was fun. Give us a call the next time you need to prove someone’s faking.”

Emily was seated behind Kate’s desk. Gallo noticed the way she was staring at him and Dante. Earlier, she’d worn a pleasant expression around them. Now, she had her arms folded across her chest and eyed them warily.

“Is something wrong, Emily?”

Emily shook her head.

Dante looked at her, and he too noticed the change in her attitude. When he glanced at Gallo, he saw his friend nod once. They were used to people’s feelings about them changing when they learned they were in the Mafia. Often, that reaction was fear. At other times, like with Emily, there was disapproval. They didn’t care. They only took note of it. Like everyone else, they were who they were, and they couldn’t control what people thought of them, be it favorable or ill.

“I guess we’ll go and leave you two to get on with your day,” Dante said.

Kate plucked two envelopes containing cash off her desk and gave them each one.

“That’s your pay for this morning. You earned it. And thanks again, guys.”

“See you around, Kate,” Gallo said, and off they went.
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After the outer door of her office closed, Kate turned to face Emily.

“Why didn’t you say anything just now?”

Emily, with her arms still crossed, rubbed her shoulders. “I feel weird around them now that I know they’re criminals.”

“They’re also my friends.”

“Which is strange, Katie. Can’t you see that?”

To change the subject, Kate asked Emily a question. “Why don’t we go out and have an early lunch?”

“Yeah. I skipped breakfast, so I’m hungry.”

The outer door opened again. Kate looked out the open doorway of her office and saw a woman walk in. The first thing she noticed about her were her big blue eyes, which were startling in their vividness. Kate guessed she was about thirty. She stood five-foot-five, wore a blue dress with shoulder pads, and her auburn hair was big and fluffy, hanging around her pretty face like a mane. It was a common look for women, and one Kate never cared for. The same was true for the shoulder pads sewn into the dress.

Kate approached her with her hand held out. “Hello, I’m Kate Warren. How may I help you?”

The woman shook Kate’s offered hand with a soft grip.

“I have a problem. It’s my husband.”

Emily walked out of Kate’s office, into the reception area, and grabbed the glass carafe from the coffee maker.

“I’ll put on a pot of coffee while you two talk.”

Kate sent her a wink. “Thanks, Em.”

The woman followed Kate into her office. “I appreciate you brewing coffee, Miss Warren. I can never get enough of the stuff and practically live on it.”

As Kate slid behind her desk, the woman eased herself into one of the two client chairs in front of it as if she weren’t sure she wanted to sit.

“Call me Kate. And may I have your name?”

“Oh, I’m Lindsey Auslander.”

“And how can I help you? You mentioned something about your husband.”

Lindsey Auslander looked down at her hands, which were folded in her lap. She then scratched at her left forearm.

“I think Bruce may be having an affair.”

“That’s your husband’s name, Bruce Auslander?”

“Yes.”

“And why do you suspect he’s seeing someone?”

Lindsey shrugged, using only her right shoulder, making the gesture seem like a twitch.

“I’m a very sound sleeper. I wasn’t always, but that changed. Anyway, I woke the other night, around 4 a.m., after hearing a car horn blaring. It sounded like it was on our property. When I turned over in bed, I realized Bruce was gone. When I went looking for him, I found him out in his work shed.”

“What sort of work does he do?”

“He’s a carpenter, as were his father and grandfather. But Bruce is more than that. He’s an artist with wood. He sells tables and chairs of his own design that he handcrafts himself. Rich people buy them. He’s even sold to the wealthy in other countries. Bruce truly is talented.”

“And what was he doing in his work shed?”

“When I got out there, he was seated at a table and drawing up a new design on a pad. He looked surprised to see me and said he couldn’t sleep, so he decided to work.”

“But you didn’t believe him?”

“I did at first. And Bruce said the blaring horn had come from a car driving past on the road. But that was wrong. I had heard a steady sound, and one that was closer than the road. If someone had been driving by while using their horn, it would have sounded different, because our house sits back about five-hundred feet from the road.”

“So he lied about the horn?”

“He did, and when I kissed him before heading back into the house, I could smell liquor, and also perfume.”

“Did you confront him about it?”

Lindsey sucked in her lips. “I’m not the type who confronts others. And I didn’t want to make Bruce angry.”

Kate sat up straight. “Has your husband been violent with you?”

“Never. No. But he has a temper. I saw it displayed once, back when we were dating. We were in a bar here in the city. A man was hitting on me and was crude about it, even though Bruce was seated beside me. He was a large man and young, possibly a drunk college student. Bruce is small, only an inch taller than I am, but he’s what they call wiry, and he’s strong from working with his hands all day.”

“And what happened?”

“Bruce told the man to apologize to me and walk away or he would break his arm. The man laughed at him and reached out to grab Bruce by his tie, while raising a fist with his other hand.” Lindsey gave a little shake of her head. “It all happened so fast after that, that I can’t tell you what Bruce did, but two seconds later, the man was on the ground screaming, and there was a bone sticking out of his arm.” Lindsey shivered. “I can still remember the sound of that bone breaking.”

“Were the police called to the scene?”

“If so, we weren’t there when they arrived. Bruce tossed money on the bar, took my hand, and out we went.”

“Okay, so you believe your husband may have snuck out one night and met up with another woman while you were asleep.”

“More than one night. I pretended to be asleep the next night and Bruce left our bed again. I never heard the car start up, but there were lights on in his shed. I’d fallen asleep before he returned to the house. When I woke the next morning, Bruce was in bed beside me.”

“Could he have been working in his shop?”

“Oh, yes. He spends most of his time out there. Still, he lied about the car horn and I know I smelled liquor and perfume on him. And when I walked past his van after leaving the work shed, I touched the hood. It was still hot.”

“You want to know what he’s doing and if he’s seeing anyone? I can help you with that. Where do you live?”

“We have property in Larchmont. It’s over three acres.”

“It sounds nice. How close is your nearest neighbor?”

“That would have been Gloria, Mrs. Silvers, but she passed away in February. The property is vacant now, and her children are trying to find a buyer.”

“And would your husband be likely to drive past that home when he left your house?”

“He’d have to. The road we’re on is a dead end, and we’re the last house on the street.”

“I can help you, Mrs. Auslander. I’ll keep watch on your home for a few nights. If your husband leaves, I’ll follow him and see where he goes and who he meets.”

“I hope I’m imagining things or that it’s nothing.”

“But you don’t believe that, do you?”

Lindsey Auslander wiped at a tear. “No, I don’t.”


Chapter 4



Manhattan crime boss Mario Cavallaro summoned the boys to meet with him. They showed up at his restaurant near midnight, after the place was closed.

Dante had recently saved Mario Cavallaro’s life when Cavallaro and the other four members of the mob Commission had been targeted for death.

Only Brooklyn mob boss Al Torrio had died. It was believed he’d been a victim of an ex-KGB killer hired by the Russian mob. That was a lie. Gallo murdered Torrio after the mob boss asked Alonso Cappi to kill them.

Cappi was gone and so was Torrio, but trouble continued. And thanks to one of the female assassins having lived, Cavallaro and the other surviving Commission members had learned who was really behind the attacks.
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“Vito Amato?” Dante said. “Why would an underboss team up with the Russians to kill the Commission?”

He and Gallo were seated in front of Mario Cavallaro’s desk inside the don’s office. Cavallaro was sipping on tea and eating a sfogliatelle, a flaky Italian pastry with a sweet filling. Such treats were one reason Cavallaro carried around an extra fifty pounds.

“Amato not only wanted to be boss of Brooklyn, but he was attempting to take over the city’s drug trade. He might have succeeded if he had killed me and the rest of the Commission.”

“And where’s Amato now?” Gallo asked. “Did he get away?”

Cavallaro lowered his fork as he’d been about to take another bite of his dessert. “He’d been hiding inside the apartment of a Puerto Rican woman in Brooklyn. Her name was Carla something or other. We sent four men to kill him. Vito wounded three of them, escaped, and now we don’t know where he is.”

“Maybe this Carla he was staying with knows something,” Dante said.

“She’s dead. They say she was shot eight times. Vito used her as a human shield while he shot at the men out to get him.”

“You should have sent me and Dante in after him. If you had, Amato would be dead.”

“I agree, and that’s why you’re here now. I want you two to track down Vito and kill the bastard.”

“Do you have any idea where he went?” Dante asked.

“No. And you’ll be on your own. Situations like this are why we keep you two around and let you keep those no-show jobs at that security company.”

“No-show and also no pay,” Gallo said.

Cavallaro, mouth open to receive his forkful of flavor, lowered the utensil again.

“Those jobs allow you to carry guns legally. That’s pay enough. Just make sure you get Vito Amato.”

“Oh yeah, no problem,” Dante said. “Amato could be anywhere, but we’ll track him down just like that.”

“I never said it would be easy. Just do it and call me when he’s dead. Now, get out of here and let me eat in peace.”
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They left the restaurant and returned to Dante’s van, which was parked out in front of the building. They both lit up cigarettes as they sat in the van and discussed the task before them.

“This damn Amato could be anywhere by now,” Dante said. “And I barely remember what he looks like.”

“Picture a tall Al Pacino with a beard.”

“Ah, yeah. That is what he looks like.”

“It’s pretty close. And now that he’s on the run, he could have shaved the beard and dyed his hair.”

“Or he could be living in some apartment with another woman. Hell, Gallo. How are we going to find this bastard?”

“We need help from someone who knows him well.”

“Like a family member?”

“Or a good friend. Bobby Cantaneo and Amato were close once. Amato was the best friend of Bobby’s older brother, Christopher.”

“But then he killed Christopher for Al Torrio, which means Bobby now hates him.”

“Yeah, but he knows him. Bobby probably knows Amato better than anyone, and he has a reason to help us.”

“Did you ever call Bobby back?”

“No, but I will now.”

“Maybe this is why he was calling you. He might have found out about Amato becoming a traitor and hoped we were the ones going after him.”

“It could be. I’ll call Bobby in the morning and ask him to meet with us.”

Dante tossed his cigarette out the window and started up the van. “Maybe we should stop at a phone booth so you can call Bobby back now. If he knows where Amato might be hiding, we could take care of this tonight.”

Gallo blew out a last puff. “Bobby is living at a halfway house; he doesn’t have his own phone. If I called this late, he might get in trouble. They probably make them go to bed early too.”

“Oh, okay. Then we’ll call him in the morning. I could use the sleep anyway.”

“Me too. Drop me off at home and then pick me up at seven. That’s when we’ll call Bobby.”

“I hope he has something that can help.”

“He knows Amato better than we do, that’s for sure.”

They drove away from the restaurant. At the halfway house, Bobby Cantaneo wasn’t only awake, but he had visitors.
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Bobby thought his luck had changed when the parole board granted him an early release from prison, but he’d had nothing but trouble since he’d been sent to the halfway house. And every bit of that trouble carried a badge.

First, it had been his parole officer, Luther Hayes, and Hayes’s cop buddy, Alexander Warren, giving him trouble. Now it was a pair of FBI agents.

Special Agent Wingfield and Special Agent Burkett. Both men were around thirty-five, dressed in black suits, were six-feet tall, and had short dark hair and blue eyes. Bobby would have thought they were twins, or at least brothers, if their surnames weren’t different.

They came to the halfway house, woke him up, made him get dressed, and now he was sitting in the back of their car. It was a gray Dodge Diplomat that was as bland as they were.

At first, Bobby thought Alexander or Hayes had sicced the agents on him, but he saw the blank looks the agents gave him when he mentioned the men.

Agent Wingfield, or was it Agent Burkett? Bobby was never sure who was who. Anyway, he told them about Alexander’s vendetta against Gallo and Dante. Then Bobby learned that the two feds were interested in them as well, but for a different reason.

“Those two men have been given the task of tracking down a mob figure from Brooklyn named Vito Amato. It’s our understanding that you and Vito Amato were friends.”

“Friends? Your understanding is wrong. Vito Amato killed my brother. We’re not friends.”

“But you were at one time. In fact, you grew up with the man. If anyone can find him, it would be you. We want you to help us.”

“Like what? Give you a list of places where he might be?”

The feds glanced at each other, then the other one spoke. Bobby could swear there was no difference in their voices.

“We want Amato. With the mob seeking his death, he would make an excellent informant. On top of that, you can help us gather evidence that will prove Gallo and Vannucci are going after Amato with the intent to commit murder.”

Bobby laughed. “Why the hell would I do any of that? Amato can rot in hell, but I like Gallo and Dante.”

“And do you like being out of prison?” Burkett asked. Or was he Wingfield?

Bobby sighed. “Damn it! All I wanted to do was put in my time at this halfway house, keep my nose clean, and then leave this shit ass city. But everyone I meet is trying to lock me up again for no damn reason.”

“I wasn’t threatening to send you back to prison, Mr. Cantaneo. I was about to offer you an incentive to aid us.”

“Like what?”

“Your freedom,” said the other agent. Bobby had given up trying to remember which agent was which and decided to think of them as one being. “If you help us find Vito Amato and gather evidence against the two mob enforcers Gallo and Vannucci, your time at this halfway house ends, along with your probation period. You’ll be a free man who can go where he wishes.”

“You’re serious?”

“We’ll give the offer to you in writing if you’d like. Only be aware that the longer you take to decide, the better the chances are that Vito Amato will get away.”

Bobby thought it over and knew he couldn’t pass up a chance to restart his life a year earlier than he thought possible.

“I’m in. I’ll meet with Gallo and Dante tomorrow. I can’t guarantee they’ll want my help.”

“That’s understood. But it’s in your interest to make certain they do. And now, tell us again about your probation officer and this homicide detective you mentioned.”

Bobby smiled. Maybe he could send some trouble Alexander’s way and get Luther Hayes off his back at the same time. Suddenly, he was glad the look-alike feds had shown up.


Chapter 5



Kate stifled a yawn as she stared out at an empty street in Larchmont, New York. She was parked twenty feet back from the mouth of the driveway of Lindsey Auslander’s late neighbor, Mrs. Silvers. If Bruce Auslander left his home and drove somewhere overnight, Kate was in position to witness it.

The village of Larchmont was a forty-five minute drive from Manhattan. It had a population of around six thousand, most of whom were doing well financially. Kate’s own finances had improved over the last few weeks, because she’d been working steadily.

Her success at proving fraud in insurance cases had two insurance companies sending more work her way. She had also solved the case of a client, Janet Vincenza, who had been marked for murder. Gallo and Dante’s help had been invaluable during that case.

Thinking of the giants brought to mind Emily’s disapproval of her relationship with them. Before they’d parted earlier, Emily had asked her one question.

“If it was me who had made friends with known criminals who were members of a despicable organization, would you advise me to keep them in my life, or to cut ties with them?”

The answer was obvious. Cut ties. But she wasn’t Emily, and Emily didn’t know the boys the way Kate did. Gallo had risked his life by facing off alone against the five armed men who’d abducted her. One of those men was about to torture her, with another intent on rape.

“They’re good men, both of them,” Kate said aloud in the car. She wondered if she meant it. Or was she trying to convince herself?

Her father would have understood. Frank Warren knew men who were in the Mafia and other gangs. Maybe he never called one of them a friend, but Kate knew he’d had respect for several of them.

Not her brother. The world was black-and-white for Alexander with no room for ambiguity or shades of gray. It was one reason he’d always wanted to be a cop. Alexander saw police officers as the good guys and criminals were the bad guys.

And if a cop was caught doing something bad, such as beating up a suspect, or maybe taking a bribe to look the other way when they had unexpected bills to pay, well, everyone makes a mistake. And because they wore a badge, such indiscretions were swept under a rug or a lesser penalty was levied on them than one a member of the public would pay.

It was hypocrisy, possibly corruption, but it was the way things were. Kate hoped Alexander never crossed a line, but she knew if he did, he would justify it to himself. When you thought of yourself as the good guy, all your actions flowed from that same fount of good and decency, no matter how vile the act.

No one saw themselves as a villain.

As for Gallo, he’d shown no mercy and displayed zero guilt over killing the five men who had abducted her. He had ended their threat permanently and kept her safe.

Kate was certain Gallo didn’t see himself as a bad guy, but as a man. And he was a man not to be trifled with, nor would he harm others for no reason.

Were he and Dante criminals? Oh yes, and murderers. But for whatever reason, they were also her friends. And Kate Warren didn’t abandon friends because others didn’t like them. She liked them. That was enough.

Emily’s opinion was valid, but so were Kate’s feelings. And until they gave her a reason not to, she would stay in contact with the two giants. To hell with what others thought.
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Headlights lit the road ahead, and a van drove past. Kate glimpsed a hooded figure behind the wheel, one that was bringing a cigar to their mouth, the tip of the cigar glowing red. It was 2:08 a.m.

Lindsey Auslander had said her husband drove a black Chevy van. Bruce Auslander used the vehicle to buy wood, along with other supplies, and to make deliveries to customers within driving distance. He also owned a white Mercedes-Benz 450SL.

Kate couldn’t follow him right away or he might see her behind him on the quiet street, even if she kept her headlights off. Fortunately, catching up to him wouldn’t be difficult since there were so few cars on the local roads at such an early hour. Try giving a vehicle a head start before following it in New York City, and you’d be lucky to spot it again among the millions of vehicles traveling the city’s streets each day.

Kate caught sight of Auslander’s van as he sat at a red light. She made a right turn, cut off her headlights, then U-turned and reentered the street. Auslander made a left a block past the now green traffic light and Kate put on her headlights again, drove through the intersection, and saw Auslander’s van two blocks ahead.

He’s driving toward the highway entrance, Kate thought. Her guess turned out to be right.

Auslander turned onto Route 1 and drove north. Now that there was more traffic around them, it was easier for Kate to follow Auslander’s van, but she still kept cars between them.

Auslander made a left turn onto Route 125, with Kate trailing behind by thirty car lengths. Within minutes, they were several miles past White Plains and driving on Route 22. Auslander slowed, turned left, and headed down a narrow road that barely looked wide enough for the van.

Kate kept going. If she’d followed him, Auslander would have wondered why. She was wondering why he’d taken the turn. She pulled over on the side of the road, turned on her dome light, and consulted a map of the area.

According to the map, there was no street there. It hadn’t looked like a street, but more like an old farm or logging trail. Any logging in the area had taken place a long time ago, leaving the possibility of a farm road. Whatever it was, if it continued, it would run into a reservoir, a small lake, or a river.

Although she was tempted to drive down the road, Kate decided she would be better off waiting for Bruce Auslander to come out and follow him again. She could return to the area in the morning and see what there was along that trail that might interest someone.

Auslander came back out over an hour later. It was a long time to spend down a path barely wide enough to drive on. Kate followed him again, and she was disappointed when he returned home to Larchmont. He’d made one stop on the way, at a fast-food restaurant’s drive-thru window.

Kate got a look at him, which wasn’t much. Auslander still had on the hood, but she saw him take another puff from his cigar. Lindsey Auslander said her husband smoked Cuban cigars. A wealthy client supplied him with them for free.

When she was back in Larchmont, Kate sat in Mrs. Silver’s driveway until dawn and never saw Auslander leave again. While returning to the lane she’d followed Auslander to, she stopped in New Rochelle for breakfast and a fresh cup of coffee. She had a thermos with her, but she had drained that dry before Auslander left his house.

The food had made her feel sluggish, but the coffee perked her up again as the caffeine kicked in, and she had gotten a second cup to-go. Other than a two-hour nap, Kate had been awake for over twenty-four hours. And she wasn’t finished working yet.

Kate drove down the unpaved lane Auslander had taken earlier. It was as narrow as she thought it would be. However, someone had trimmed back the tree branches on either side to a height of eight feet. The branches above that were interwoven, blocking out much of the sunlight. It was like driving through a tunnel.

The path curved several times before dead-ending near a narrow stream. Someone placed a structure there. No, not a structure. It was an old Vagabond camper trailer. Its silver metal shell had once shone brilliantly, but no more. It was rusted and tarnished and had a dent near its roof. The thing brought back memories.

When she’d still been a girl and her family was intact, Kate’s father had loaded up everyone in his old blue and white 1957 Chevy Nomad and headed for the Florida Keys. Bringing up the rear was a gleaming Vagabond trailer.

They were gone from the city for a month during the summer of 1968. Kate remembered never wanting to go back. She and Alexander had swum every day and played with the children from other families, while her mother and father fished and watched baby Sasha play in the sand.

Kate’s lips parted at that memory. She’d forgotten her mother loved to fish, having grown up along a river. A pang of sorrow gripped Kate’s heart. It had been so long since she’d seen her mother. One day the woman was there and life was normal, then she was gone, having taken Sasha with her without a warning or an explanation.

Kate took in a deep breath and returned to the present. There was a chance someone was inside the old camper and they might not be friendly. The dilapidated trailer sat in a small clearing. Before getting out of her car, Kate turned it around so she could drive away, facing forward.

After stepping out of her vehicle, she heard only the sound of birds and the rustle of branches in the breeze. The road she’d been on wasn’t far away, but it was far enough, so the sounds of it didn’t reach her ears. Looking at the ground, Kate saw two sets of tire tracks, other than her own.

“Hello! Is there anyone in the trailer?”

There was no answer. That made sense. If anyone had been inside, they surely would have heard her drive up. The trailer door was locked and curtains covered the windows. It wasn’t the lock that had come with the trailer. Someone had screwed a hasp onto the door and put a padlock through it.

Bruce Auslander had driven to the spot in the middle of the night for some reason. Is it possible he could have been meeting a lover in such an isolated place? If so, they must have arrived first and been waiting for him.

Kate kept a set of lockpicks in her glovebox. They had been her father’s set. Fearless Frank Warren had been skilled with them. Kate had seen him pick a lock quicker than some people could open one with a key. That skill had not been passed down to her. She could pick locks, some locks, but she had failed with others. Fortunately, she wouldn’t need skill to get past the lock on the trailer door.

Whoever had placed it on there had chosen the wrong type. All the screws were exposed. Kate only needed a screwdriver. She plucked one from the small plastic tool case in her car and went to work. She had the screws on one side of the hasp in her hand a minute later.

She turned the knob on the trailer door and swung it outward. It opened with a squeal of metal and revealed the trailer’s interior.

The house trailer stank of mildew and the air inside was musty. There were a set of sheets on the old bed at the rear, along with two blankets and a pillow. In an ashtray was the stub of a cigar and a half-smoked cigarette with lipstick on it. It was a Salem cigarette. The cigar was a Cuban Cohiba. At least, the wrapper Kate picked up from the floor beside the bed had come off a Cohiba cigar.

Lindsey Auslander’s fear that her husband was having an affair seemed to be true. Why anyone would choose the trailer to have it in was the mystery. The place was nasty. Looking up, Kate saw a hole in the trailer’s roof. Water had to be dripping in whenever it rained. It was amazing no animal had tried building a nest within the mattress.

Kate left the camper, attached the screws to the hasp again, and walked over to look at the nearby stream. It was only a few feet wide and about three feet deep. With the lack of recent rain in the area, the stream was free of water, yet its bottom was muddy and its banks slick from morning dew.

There were motor homes in the distance, on the other side of a narrow lake. Kate saw the small silhouettes of children playing on the edge of the trailer park.

She got back in her car, then sat thinking, wondering if there was anything else she could do before driving home.

When nothing came to mind, she started her car and eased down the lane to return to the road. If Bruce Auslander was a cheating husband, he was an unusual one who snuck out of his home in the middle of the night to meet his lover inside an old travel trailer.

And if he wasn’t a cheating husband, then what was he? And who was he meeting inside the trailer?

That was the mystery. And Kate loved a mystery. She drove home pondering the possibilities while sipping on the last of her coffee.


Chapter 6



Bobby Cantaneo opened his eyes to a new day and found two armed men standing over him. They were Luther Hayes and Alexander Warren.

Bobby sat up in bed and rubbed at his eyes. “What the hell, guys? Why are you in my room so early?”

Alexander glared at him. “I want a progress report. Have you made contact with Gallo yet?”

Bobby was thinking about what to say when the manager of the halfway house, a guy named Vann, opened his door and looked in. There was no privacy for ex-cons in a halfway house. Bobby’s door didn’t even have a lock.

“There’s a phone call for you downstairs, Cantaneo. Dude says his name is Gallo.”

Bobby smiled up at Alexander. “Does that answer your question?”

Alexander pulled the covers off Bobby. “Get your ass up and take that call. Say whatever you need to, but make sure he meets with you today.”

Bobby got out of bed and stretched. All he had on was a pair of white boxer shorts. There were pale, puckered scars on his legs and torso where he’d been knifed in prison.

He went downstairs barefoot and picked up the receiver, which had been left lying beside the phone. Alexander, and Luther Hayes had followed Bobby. They stood in the hallway so they could listen in to his side of the conversation.

There wasn’t much to hear. Bobby said, “Hello?” Followed by, “Okay,” and then he hung up.

“What was that about?” Alexander asked.

“Gallo wants me to meet him and Dante at the coffee shop on Grand Street at eight o’clock.”

“Did he say why?”

“No. But that’s Gallo. And with the feds wiretapping everything, no one says much on the phone anymore unless they’re sure no one else is listening in.”

“All right, Cantaneo. This is your chance to get close to those scumbags. Agree to anything Gallo wants if it keeps you close to him.”

“I will, Detective. Now, can I go take a leak in peace?”

“Go. Wash and get dressed. You might as well get to that coffee shop early.”

“Okay, yeah,” Bobby said, and went back up the steps to use the communal bathroom.
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Bobby arrived at the coffee shop ten minutes early, took a booth, and ordered a coffee.

The waitress, a small old woman wearing a silver cross around her neck, chastised him as she brought him his coffee.

“You shouldn’t take up a booth if you’re alone.”

“I won’t be alone for long; I have friends coming. Ah, there they are now.”

The old woman turned to see Gallo and Dante walking toward her.

“Good Lord. What did their mamas feed them to make them grow so huge?”

Dante slid onto the seat on the other side of the booth with Gallo following.

Seated, Gallo was eye-to-eye with the short waitress. She swallowed once and asked them if they wanted coffee. They both said yes and she went off to get it.

Dante grinned at Bobby. “How’s it feel to be free again?”

“It’s great to be out, but I won’t really be free for another year. That’s when I’ll no longer have to answer to my damn probation officer.”

“You’ve got a tough one, hmm?” Gallo asked.

Bobby was about to say yes, then thought better of it. If Hayes and his cop buddy wanted him to stick close to Gallo and Dante, Hayes would need to cut him some slack. He couldn’t make him sound like a hard ass one minute and a pushover the next.

“The guy’s not so bad. And he’s new at it, so everyone gets away with a few things.”

The waitress brought their coffee and took their orders. All three men were having bacon and eggs with toast, only Gallo and Dante were having double orders.

With the waitress gone, Gallo asked Bobby why he had called him the other day.

“I heard about Torrio dying and wanted to make sure it happened before he got to you two. I also learned that Vito Amato was working with the Russians to take over Brooklyn.”

“Yeah,” Dante said. “Amato got greedy and now he’s on the run. That’s why we’re here, Bobby. Mario Cavallaro wants us to track down Amato and show him the error of his ways.”

“When you catch up to him, make him suffer. And tell him it came from me.”

“That’s the thing,” Gallo said. “We don’t know where he is and can’t even guess. But you know him well. Where do you think he’ll be?”

Bobby looked down at the table, like he was giving the question some thought. He didn’t have to. He’d been considering his answer since the look-alike feds, Wingfield and Burkett, told him Amato was on the run.

“There’s this woman. Vito went to high school with her and they still see each other. The chick loves him, but he just uses her for sex.”

“Is her name Carla?” Gallo asked.

“Yeah, Carla Lopez. She’s really pretty.”

“Not anymore. Cavallaro said Amato used her as a human shield when they sent guys to her apartment to get Amato.”

Bobby cursed. “That scumbag. Carla really loved him.”

“Do you have any idea where Amato might go next?” Dante asked.

“I do, but I don’t know how to tell you how to get there. I think I could find it, but it’s been years since I’ve been there.”

“Been where?”

“It’s a town in New Jersey that’s about a hundred miles from here. I know it’s near a town called Smithville, but I couldn’t tell you exactly where. Vito knows a guy there named Tony who owns a farm. He and my brother Chris were both good friends with the dude and did time in juvenile detention with him when they were sixteen.”

“When is the last time you were there?” Dante asked.

“Oh hell, has to be eight or nine years. But I would recognize the place if I saw it again. The thing is, there are a lot of small farms in that area. We might need to drive around for a while before something looks familiar to me.”

“Is that something you can do?” Gallo said. “I thought leaving the city was against the rules of your parole.”

“It is, but maybe I can get permission. I’ll say my grandmother in New Jersey is dying or something like that.”

“And your parole officer will buy that?”

Bobby shrugged. “I can try and see what happens.”

“If Amato isn’t at that farm, where else could he be?” Dante asked.

“Vito doesn’t have many friends, and the ones he has are all old friends, like the guy with the farm. Vito’s parents are dead and his younger sister died of a heroin overdose back in 1976. I think your best bet is to go to that farm.”

Their food came. Gallo spoke while buttering his toast.

“Talk to your parole officer and see if you can leave the state. If he says no, Dante and I will go to New Jersey on our own. We don’t want to get you in trouble and see you locked up again.”

“I’ll do my best to join you. You know I owe Vito for killing Chris. If I can help you, I will,” Bobby said, then he looked down at the table again.

Helping them find Vito Amato might end up with Gallo and Dante going to prison for Amato’s murder. Bobby felt like a snitch, but he had no choice other than to do what he could to keep not only Hayes and Alexander happy, but also the feds, Wingfield and Burkett.

“I bet food taste better now that you’re out of the can, aye, Bobby?” Dante said.

Bobby smiled. “It sure does.” But as he took his first bite, guilt lent a bitter aftertaste to his eggs.


Chapter 7



Vito Amato’s friend, the one who owned a farm, was Tony Vickers. Tony was forty-two and had inherited the farm from his parents. Tony’s parents died in a plane crash when they were on their way to Las Vegas for a second honeymoon.

Tony ran away from the farm when he was fifteen and went to New York City. His parents liked to tell people he fell in with a bad crowd while there. The truth was, Tony had been “bad,” and he had finally found those who were most like him.

As a teen on the farm, he did no work and was always in trouble at school and with the law. When he arrived in New York City, he’d been driving a car he’d stolen from a neighbor. He was never busted for that, but he was caught stealing along with another boy, an older kid whose name he couldn’t remember.

That kid had been seventeen, six-feet tall, and three days away from adulthood when the robbery took place. A judge sent him to prison for three years. Fifteen-year-old Tony got lucky. Still baby-faced and inches shorter than his current height, they charged him as a juvenile. He served a year in a youth detention center. That was where he met Amato and Bobby’s brother, Chris. They were serving time for assaulting a tourist from Tennessee and robbing him. The fool had flashed a roll of cash at the bus station.

The three boys became fast friends. After their release, they stayed in touch. Tony had grown while in the detention center, and he lost the baby face when he began sprouting facial hair. A good-looking boy, he’d caught the eye of an older woman of thirty-two who had a thing for younger men. She also had a trust fund, which meant she didn’t need to work.

Although sixteen, Tony told her he was twenty. The beard helped sell the lie. He lived with the woman until he really was twenty and she replaced him with someone new.

Tony had kept stealing cars and delivered them to the chop shop in Brooklyn where Amato and Chris worked taking vehicles apart. One day he drove a car around to the rear of the garage the chop shop was in and got shot twice. Tony had stumbled into a conflict between two mobsters. One of them had bad aim and his bullets found Tony.

Amato helped Tony onto the rear seat of the stolen Buick while Chris drove them to the nearest hospital. Six months later, Tony was back living on the farm and learning to walk again. Tony had called his parents, knowing he needed help, but not knowing if they still gave a damn. They had cared, and they traveled to the city, picked him up, and returned home to their farm.

One of the bullets had damaged Tony’s spine, leaving him crippled. A doctor, a noted specialist in spinal injuries, said he would never walk again. In response, Tony told him to perform an anatomical impossibility that required the man to fornicate alone.

He’d known he’d walk again someday and never stopped trying. His parents cheered on his efforts. They weren’t alone. There was a young woman working on the farm, the daughter of a couple who had been employed on the farm a year before Tony ran off.

Back then, they’d had a cute little daughter named Gail, who was nine. Gail hung around Tony whenever she could and begged him to give her rides on his dirt bike.

When Tony returned home at twenty-six, Gail had turned into a sexy twenty-year-old. She was also Tony’s biggest cheerleader in his fight to walk again. Tony walked after being home for a year. His first steps led him into Gail’s embrace. The two married a year later, Tony remained on the farm, and now they had a twelve-year-old son, Tony Jr.

Gail’s parents retired and went to live with Gail’s grandmother in Maryland, on another farm. Tony hadn’t seen or heard from Vito Amato in eight years, but then the man showed up, needing a place to stay.
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Gail Vickers wasn’t happy to have a houseguest. She and her husband didn’t have any secrets from each other, so she knew about Tony’s past and what kind of man Vito was. However, if Vito and Chris hadn’t acted swiftly when Tony had been shot years ago, and driven him to the hospital, he would have bled to death. The average response time for an ambulance in New York City is twelve minutes. Such a delay would have seen Tony die.

That was the only reason Gail agreed to let Amato stay with them, as she had gotten a bad vibe from the man the moment she’d seen him. Gail knew the dislike wasn’t mutual, not with the way Amato eyed her.

Gail had kept her figure and looked younger than she was. She was used to men checking her out, but thought Amato should show restraint since she was the wife of his friend. And Gail knew she wasn’t all that. Yeah, she was cute, blonde, and had a good smile, but she’d never had men fighting over her or anything.

Vito Amato was a creep, and although he’d only been with them for a day, Gail couldn’t wait for him to move on.
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Amato sat in a wooden Adirondack chair beneath the shade of a tree behind the farmhouse. He was smoking a cigarette and drinking a beer. Gail was at the sink doing dishes and looking at him. Amato waved and smiled at her. She only stared back.

Bitch.

He had been so close to taking over Brooklyn and owning the city’s drug trade, but then someone tipped off the Commission members and the Russians’ female assassins were killed or captured. He could have played innocent and tried again if the one girl hadn’t been grabbed up. Amato knew she would eventually tell everything she knew when they tortured her.

At least that asshole Al Torrio was dead. Amato had never liked him and had never known of anyone who had. Someone told him Torrio had been blown apart with dynamite.

Amato smiled. He would have liked to have witnessed that.

Then afterwards, he’d had a good thing going while he stayed with Carla Lopez. Carla wasn’t the hot little thing she’d been in high school, but she was eager and willing to do anything for him. She’d died for him at the end. It was a shame, really. But if Amato hadn’t held her by the hair and kept her in front of him, at least one of the rounds that killed her would have struck him.

And Carla was fun in bed and all, but it was better she die than he be injured or killed. Besides, he would have never seen her again once he left New York City, so who cared if she died?

But he couldn’t hide out on the farm forever, and who the hell would want to? The place was boring as hell. Everyone in the area seemed old, fat, or married, and there was nothing to do but maybe take in a movie.

Yeah, he’d be moving on. As soon as the truck he was waiting for came to the farm. When that happened, he was off to Texas, and eventually Mexico City.

Amato looked around. He saw horses, a couple of cows, chickens, and an old barn cat.

How the hell does Tony stand living here?

Amato didn’t know, but he knew he couldn’t take the boredom much longer. And there was nightlife a short drive away in Atlantic City. However, going there would be risky. The casinos were filled with New Yorkers looking for action. Someone might recognize him.

Gail came out of the house and draped a rug over a clothesline, then began beating the dust out of it. She had on shorts and a T-shirt. They were nothing special, but for some reason, it made her look hot. Amato watched her beat the rug with a broom and wished she would beat something of his.

He called to her. “Having fun, Gail?”

“It’s called work. You should try it sometime.”

Amato sighed and resisted the urge to give her the finger.


Chapter 8



Kate made it back home before eight a.m., showered, fell into bed, and slept until 3:13 p.m. That was when her neighbor’s teenagers returned home from school and began blasting their stereo.

Seven hours of sleep left her feeling better, but not refreshed. It was time for coffee, which she brewed in her kitchen and drank at the table.

Between staking out Shelby York’s house for a week and staying up all night, Kate knew she wasn’t at her best.

I need help.

When times were good and she’d had an assistant, she could sleep in her office when needed and let her assistant take calls and greet clients. Business had picked up, but Kate didn’t want to have what happened before, happen again.

She’d hired a girl to answer the phone, do paperwork, and handle other routine tasks, only to let her go a few months later when business dropped off. It hadn’t been fair to her assistant, who’d thought she’d taken a position she could rely on.

Kate decided she wouldn’t take on such a responsibility again until she had a year of wages in the bank. So far, she’d be lucky to pay someone for a month. What she needed was more clients. Clients were hard to come by, and there was no shortage of private detective agencies in New York City, with hundreds of PIs working. If it weren’t for her late father’s fame and sterling reputation, the Warren Detective Agency might have ended when he died.

Still, Kate had done nothing to tarnish the agency’s standing. No, her father had trained her well, and she had a knack for the work and enjoyed it.

She smiled. Losing sleep in order to help a client and solve a case was better than working nine-to-five at a job for someone else. She was her own boss, and if she failed, she’d have only herself to blame. The same was true if she succeeded. Of course, that didn’t mean she couldn’t pay someone to help her occasionally. Or rather, two people, Gallo and Dante.
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Gallo’s phone rang four times and then he answered. Kate wondered if he was happy to hear her voice. Then, she wondered why she cared.

“Hi, Gallo. It’s Kate.”

“What’s up?”

“I have a new case and was wondering if you and Dante were available to help me.”

“Sorry, Kate. We’re working on something right now. There’s no way to tell how long it will take.”

“You’re working? Um, is it your usual type of work?”

“What would that be, Kate?”

“Forget I said anything. And Gallo?”

“Yes?”

“You and Dante be careful.”

“We will be, and you do the same. Also, leave me a message if you do run into trouble, and we’ll get to you as soon as we can.”

“I appreciate that. It goes both ways.”

“So long, Kate.”

“Goodbye.”

With the boys otherwise occupied, Kate had an idea and called Emily.

“If you’re still bored being home by yourself, I could use your help with something. But I warn you, we’ll be staying up all night.”

“Let me guess. You’re working as an undercover supermodel and want me to do the same?”

“Hah! If we had supermodel looks, we’d both be sunning ourselves in the south of France.”

“Okay then, what’s the real story?”

“It involves the client you met yesterday, Lindsey Auslander.”

Kate filled Emily in on Lindsey Auslander’s suspicion that her husband was having an affair. She also told her about Bruce Auslander’s early a.m. trip to the old trailer in the woods.

“That trailer sounds disgusting. Why would anyone meet there to have sex? And why does it have to be in the middle of the night?”

“Lindsey Auslander doesn’t work, so she’s home all the time. Maybe her husband’s lover has a similar situation at home and they sneak out at night.”

“It still seems weird.”

“I agree,” Kate said. “And as for staying up all night, I could use some company. What do you say?”

“Okay. But only for one night. I don’t want to ruin my sleep pattern.”

“I’m a private eye who works alone most of the time; I don’t have a sleep pattern. And thanks, Em. Come by the office around ten. If you show up earlier, I’ll buy you dinner.”

“That sounds good. I’ll be there at eight.”

“Great. See you then.”

Kate rose from the table and walked into the bathroom to shower. She had told her client to call her at her office at six p.m. for an update. That left her enough time to grab a snack before leaving. Kate wasn’t looking forward to another night of sitting in the dark and waiting for something to happen, but at least this time she’d have company.

Kate remembered advice her father had given her.

“If something seems off or odd about a case, learn as much as you can. The more you know about a situation, the better off you’ll be.”

Kate was going to follow that suggestion. Tonight, instead of waiting for something to happen, she would leave her car and walk up the road to Lindsey Auslander’s home. She might find nothing but a dark house, or she could stumble across the answer to Bruce Auslander’s weird behavior. Whatever the outcome, at least she would be doing something.

Kate tied her hair into a bun at the top of her head to keep it dry and stepped into the shower. At four p.m., it was time to start her day.


Chapter 9



Alexander and Luther Hayes were back in Bobby’s room at the halfway house. Both men had been busy all day with their responsibilities, but now they had time to grill Bobby about his conversation with Gallo and Dante.

They had him sit on the bed while they stood on either side of him. It was a way to assert their dominance over Bobby. He knew it, but he wondered if they did. Maybe it just came naturally to men who walked around thinking they were morally superior.

Bobby had grown up in a mob family. His father had been part of a gang that robbed trucks and warehouses. His old man never hid what he was, never pretended to be anything other than the crook he was. Anthony Cantaneo had loved his sons, his wife, and the man provided them with a nice house and plenty of food on the table.

When he got caught heisting a truck carrying furs, the DA at the time made an example of Bobby’s father by asking for the toughest penalty he could. At the trial, the prosecutor called Anthony Cantaneo by vile names and insinuated he had likely done worse crimes and violent deeds he’d never been caught performing.

It wasn’t true. Yeah, his old man was a thief, and he’d been a damn good one until his luck turned, but he was never a scumbag. He’d raised two sons, went to church every week, and gave money to charity.

Being a thief didn’t make him a scumbag. And wearing a badge doesn’t make you heroic, or a saint. People were people. And people, no matter who they are, were more than what they do to make a living.

Anthony Cantaneo got the final laugh. He died on the last day of his trial before the jury adjourned. The autopsy revealed he’d had a defect in his brain that was a time bomb he’d carried with him his whole life. Bobby’s father lived life his way, then died at the age of forty-four.

Bobby cried like a child when his father died. But he always smiled when he remembered the look on the DA’s face when he realized his father had found a way to escape going to prison. The man hadn’t been saddened by the death of Bobby’s father, which had happened right there in the courtroom. The DA felt cheated, and he’d worn a look of disgust. All the work he’d put into sending Anthony Cantaneo to prison, and it had all been for nothing.

Bobby had learned a valuable lesson that day, one the last seven years of being locked up had hammered home. No one gets promised tomorrow, and nothing was sweeter than freedom.
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Alexander smiled when he learned the giants were going after Vito Amato to kill him.

“This is perfect. If they corner Amato, I can catch them in the act.”

Hayes raised an eyebrow. “Does that mean you’ll let them kill the man, or will you arrest them before they pull their triggers?”

Alexander moved his head from side to side. “I guess I can’t let them go through with the murder. On the other hand, a murder charge would send them away for life, while attempted murder might put them back on the streets in a few years.”

Hayes shrugged. “It’s not like anyone gives a damn about Amato. Killing him would be doing the world a favor.”

Bobby eyed them, these officers of the law. Their conversation reminded him they were nothing more than members of a gang. And gangs made their own rules. It was true for the Mafia, and just as true for those wearing badges.

“Anyway,” Bobby said. “I have to let them know if I’ll be able to go with them to New Jersey tomorrow.” He looked at Hayes. “Will that be a problem?”

Hayes ran a hand over his chin. “I’ll okay it and tell my boss that you’re going there for a funeral. But your ass better be back here tomorrow night.”

Alexander patted Hayes on the shoulder. “Thanks, Luther. I have a call to make too. I’m taking time off to follow Gallo and Dante. I need to stay close to them if this is going to work.”

“Since you have such a hard-on for them, I guess they know what you look like,” Bobby said. “Don’t let them spot you, or then they’ll know something is up.”

“They’ll never see me,” Alexander said. “And you’ll be traveling on major roads with lots of traffic. My vehicle will blend in.”

“Not when we get to where we’re going. South Jersey isn’t as populated as the northern section of the state. It’s the sticks down there, with lots of farmland, quiet roads, and acres and acres of trees. If you follow too closely, they’ll spot you for sure.”

Alexander smiled. “I won’t have to stay close. I have something in my car that will make it easy for me to trail the three of you from a distance.”

Bobby’s face paled a shade. “You’re not thinking of putting a wire on me, are you?”

“No. It’s a tracking device. You can carry it in a pack. It’s good for about eight hours, but I have a spare battery and a charger for it.”

“What if Gallo or Dante find it on me?”

Alexander spread his hands. “Why would they search you? You’re friends, right? And you’re helping them. They have no reason to mistrust you.”

Bobby hung his head. “Except I’m helping you to lock them up for life.”

“It’s where they belong, and them going to prison is way overdue.”

“You wouldn’t think that if you’d ever been there.”

“And you never would have been there if you weren’t in the Mafia, Cantaneo. Innocent people don’t go to prison.”

Hayes grabbed Bobby’s right arm, urging him to stand. “Go downstairs with Detective Warren and let him show you what you need to know. It’s been a long day, and I want to get home.”
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Hayes drove off ten minutes later, with Alexander doing the same. Down the block, a gray Dodge Diplomat pulled away from the curb.

Bobby said, “Damn,” as he recognized the vehicle belonging to FBI Special Agents Wingfield and Burkett.

First the cop and Hayes, and now these assholes.

The two agents parked in the spot Alexander had recently vacated. Bobby wouldn’t say they were smiling, but the two indistinguishable agents looked pleased with themselves.

“I guess you want to know if I’ve contacted Gallo and Dante. The answer is yes.”

The twin feds glanced at each other, then the one on the right tapped at his ear, where there was a device attached. It looked like a hearing aid.

“We overheard everything said in your room. We placed a listening device behind your headboard after you left this morning.”

Bobby gawked at them. “You bugged my room? Don’t you need a warrant to do that?”

The agent on the left pointed at the building in front of them. “This is a Residential Reentry Center. What you call a halfway house. It’s operated by the Bureau of Prisons. That makes it a federal building. And that means we don’t need a warrant to record in it.”

“So, you heard everything?”

“We did. And we’re pleased with your progress.”

“Then you also heard that cop not giving a damn if Gallo and Dante kill Vito Amato. Isn’t that against the law?”

“No. Detective Warren can feel anyway he wants. However, if he crosses the line, we’ll be on him as we would with any other criminal.”

“Yeah, sure. Two feds are going to arrest a cop?”

“It happens more often than you think,” said the fed on the left. Bobby thought he might be Wingfield, but who the hell knew?

The one on the right, who maybe was Burkett, asked him a question.

“Have you ever heard the phrase, ‘Fishers of men,’ Mr. Cantaneo?”

“That’s from the bible, yeah?”

“Correct. That’s what my partner and I are. We are fishers of men. Bad men. Evil men. The corrupted. Men who break the law. It doesn’t matter to us if they carry a badge or not. Into the bucket they go, along with the other men we catch in our nets. Your Detective Warren may find himself in that bucket if he’s not careful.”

“And what about my parole officer, Hayes? He keeps hassling me and making threats to violate my parole when I’ve done nothing wrong. Will he be in that bucket?”

“Officer Hayes will face disciplinary actions if he goes through with his plans to falsify a reason for you to leave the state.”

“He will. He’ll do it to help his cop buddy.”

“And you’ll be off on your trip to New Jersey,” said the fed, and then he gestured at the knapsack Bobby was holding. It held the tracking device, charging unit, and spare batteries Alexander had given Bobby. “Open that pack. I want to take photos of what’s inside.”

He took his photos, then he held a hand out to his partner, Wingfield? Whoever he was, he removed a small leather case from the inside of his suit jacket. The case held a set of screwdrivers. Burkett used them to open the cover on the tracking device. He then read off a set of numbers to his partner, who scribbled them down in a notepad after repeating them, and reattached the cover.

“All right. Now we’ll be able to follow your tracker the same as Detective Warren.”

Bobby rolled his eyes. “Great, now I’ll have a parade of badges following me around.”

“How confident are you that you’ll be able to find the farm you mentioned?”

Bobby nodded. “I already know where it is. I said I didn’t, so Gallo and Dante would think they need me.”

The feds glanced at each other again, then Burkett spoke.

“That was clever of you. Don’t get too clever. Do what we ask of you and nothing more. If you do that, we’ll keep our end of the bargain and you’ll be released from probation and be free to go where you wish.”

“That’s what I want, and I’ll sacrifice Gallo and Dante to get it.”

“Detective Warren was right about them. They should have been locked up years ago. Don’t feel guilty over putting them there. It was bound to happen someday.”

The feds left, and Bobby trudged up to his room. After closing his door, he peeked behind the headboard. Yup, there was a listening device there.

He felt a rumbling in his guts. Bobby stood on the bed, bent over, and released a loud fart. He laughed all the way to the bathroom.


Chapter 10



Tony Vickers knew when his wife was mad at him without her having to say a word. It was something about the way Gail held her head when she looked at him. She’d been giving him that look ever since Vito Amato had shown up on their doorstep.

And Tony couldn’t blame her. Vito’s presence was a disruption in their lives. Gail would be madder if she knew what Vito had planned next. Tony was talking to him inside the barn while he changed the oil on a tractor. He started by loosening the dual drain plugs on the machine.

“Just the two of us in Atlantic City? To do what, lose money at a craps table?”

Vito gave him a friendly kick on the side of his foot. “No, man. Don’t talk like that. You could come back a winner.”

Tony laughed. He was beneath the tractor, lying on his back, and watching the old oil drain out.

“That’s what all the suckers tell themselves.”

Tony had come a long way since returning to the farm when a bullet to his spine had crippled him. He was not only walking again, but he was in damn good shape for a man his age. He worked out with weights, used an exercise bike, and watched what he ate.

Gail got all the credit for that last part. She cooked the meals and made certain they were balanced and nutritious. She also did the shopping, preferring to do so alone. Tony knew why. Every time he went along with her, he’d add corn chips and ice cream to the cart. And Tony Jr. was no better. The boy loved sugar. If not for his mother insisting he satisfy his sweet tooth with fruit and other healthy alternatives, the kid would eat chocolate all day.

“One night in Atlantic City. It will be my treat. I’ll even give you five hundred to gamble with.”

“I have my own money, Vito. I don’t need charity.”

“I wasn’t saying you did. I know you’re doing good with the setup you got here. And I ain’t talking about that lame farm stand you’re running on the weekends.”

Tony eased out from beneath the tractor, stood, then stepped outside the door to look around, making certain he and Amato were alone.

“Don’t talk about that unless you’re sure no one else is around.”

“All right. I’m just saying, you got a sweet deal here. How much are they paying you a month?”

“Four grand.”

“And it’s easy money.”

“It’s easy money and a lot of risk. They pay me for the risk.”

Tony may have left New York City and his car stealing days behind him, but he was still a man who enjoyed making a quick buck. He was also a man who owned a farm that was roughly sixty miles from Philadelphia and a hundred miles from New York City. That made it a prime location for a drug depot.

There was a sizable barn on the edge of Tony’s land he never entered. The Philly mob had placed it there. Tony had created a path through the trees and cleared an area for the barn. Then, he’d laid down a gravel driveway that reached a seldom used road. Once a month, tractor-trailers visited the farm and backed into the barn, where they dropped their trailers.

Two days later, more trucks came to haul the contents of the earlier trailers away. By then, the goods, pure heroin and cocaine, had been cut and adulterated so many times it took half a dozen trucks to cart it away. One or two headed to Philadelphia, with the rest driving to New York City.

Tony had never seen the people who processed the drugs or the armed men who kept them in line, and he never wanted to. He assumed they were laborers working for the Mexican drug gangs. They, and the men who controlled them, followed behind the tractor-trailers in work vans, usually with Texas license plates. If stopped by a police officer, they would produce papers stating that they were headed to New Jersey to work on a construction site. The papers passed inspection. The same was true of the work visas they carried. There was massive money earned with drugs, a percentage of it went to bribe government officials.

Tony knew that if he hadn’t agreed to let the mob use his land, someone else would have been happy for the opportunity.

Gail knew about it. And she had always known what type of man her husband was. And oh, but wasn’t the money sweet? They were getting forty-eight thousand dollars a year to do nothing. If caught, they’d be facing heavy prison sentences. Then again, the feds would have a hard time proving they knew what was going on. Neither of them had ever been seen at the barn. Their faces were unknown to the truck drivers and the laborers.

As for the money they were paid, Forty-five thousand of it was sent to a numbered Swiss bank account each year. The other three grand was sent to their personal checking account at two-hundred and fifty dollars a month. It was what they charged a fictitious company for renting out the barn for storage. Their lawyer could make a great case for their innocence if something went wrong. Other than that rental fee, as far as the IRS knew, the farm was Tony and Gail’s only source of income.

Six more years. Tony and Gail needed to do it for six more years, and then they could sell the farm and retire early. Tony Jr. would be off to college, and they would relocate to Hawaii. That was the plan.

Amato had another plan. The tractor-trailers hauling the drugs were leaving the farm at noon the next day. He was going to be on one of those tractor-trailers when it returned to Texas. From there, he could slip into Mexico. At that point, the New York mob would never catch up to him.

These travel arrangements had been created back when the farm was set up as a drug depot. It would only work if you knew the correct phrase to give the drivers. Amato knew the phrase, and so had Al Torrio, but as far as Amato knew, no one else had it. No one living that is. And Amato was glad he had it.

The trucks shouldn’t be stopped by cops or have trouble at weigh stations. The drivers followed the rules of the road and the trailers were empty on the return trips. If they were stopped for whatever reason, a call would be placed, bribes or threats made, and off they would go again. It was his ticket to freedom, and he was cashing it in the next day.
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Tony spoke as he climbed back beneath the tractor to remove the oil filter. “I’ll go to Atlantic City with you on one condition, Vito.”

“Name it.”

“I get to bring Gail along.”

Amato was opening his mouth to protest when he changed his mind. If Gail came along, maybe it would make him less noticeable. No one would be expecting him to hang out with a couple.

“Tell her to wear a dress and high heels. We’ll be eating dinner somewhere fancy.”

“She’ll like that. She rarely gets to doll herself up.”

“It’s too bad the Playboy Club is no longer there. I always had good luck in that joint.”

“When were you there?”

“Um, about six years ago.”

“And you didn’t come to see me then?”

“Yo, Tony. I got lucky that night in more ways than one. I nailed a redheaded stewardess. After leaving Atlantic City, we drove down to Miami.”

“And I was the last thing on your mind.”

Amato grinned. “Pretty much.”

Tony finished the oil change and moved over to a slop sink to wash his hands.

“I’ll go talk to Gail. We should be able to drop Tony Jr. with his best friend’s family overnight and be ready to leave by seven.”

“We’ll take your ride.”

“All right. And speaking of cars, what do you want me to do with your Firebird after you leave tomorrow?”

“Take it to Philly and get money for it. I know a chop shop there you can go to.”

“Hey, Vito. What did you do in New York that’s got you on the run this way?”

Amato shrugged elaborately. “I got too greedy. I made a huge gamble and it didn’t pay off.”

“And now you’re going to AC to gamble some more?”

“What can I say? I like to take risks.”

Tony looked in the direction of the drug barn. “I guess I do too.”


Chapter 11



Kate had been expecting her client to call her at six p.m., but Lindsey Auslander walked into her office ten minutes before the hour.

The woman looked worried as she sat in a client chair, and after exchanging greetings, she reached inside her purse and took out a bottle of pills.

“I found these hidden in a shoebox on my husband’s side of the closet. They’re sleeping pills. I think he’s been drugging me with them, so I’ll sleep soundly enough for him to sneak out at night.”

Kate took the pill bottle, opened it, and saw that only six white pills remained inside. It was the type of sleep medication found in any drugstore. Kate copied information from the pill bottle and wrote it down on a notepad.

“Are you aware your husband went out last night?”

“He did? Where did he go?”

“I followed him to a dirt road about twenty miles north of your home.”

“And did you see him with another woman?”

“No. The road ends at a dry stream and there’s an old travel trailer there.”

“What was he doing?”

“I don’t know, and I couldn’t drive in after him. Had I done that, your husband would have spotted me.”

“Was he with someone?”

“If he was, I never saw them, but it’s possible they stayed and left the area once I was gone. There were two different sets of tire tracks in the dirt.”

“What happens now?”

“I keep watching. Now that I know where he’s going, if I follow him toward the same area, I’ll pass him on the highway and get to the dirt road ahead of him. I’ll find somewhere to leave my car, and afterward, I’ll travel on foot to the trailer, so I’ll be there when he arrives.”

“He must have been meeting someone there. You have to find out who. I need to know. Not knowing is driving me crazy.”

Kate held up the bottle of pills. “Go to a health food store and ask the clerk if they have vitamin tablets that resemble these sleeping pills. They should, with the dozens of bottles they have in the store. Then if your husband drugs you again, you won’t be affected.”

Lindsey Auslander smiled. “That’s a great idea. I’ll do it on my way home.”

Kate noticed she was scratching at the skin beneath the sleeve of her blouse. “Did you see a doctor about that itch?”

“I did. He said I must have come in contact with something I’m allergic to and gave me a shot, along with a tube of cream. It’s helping some.”

“Good. And I’m glad you came to see me instead of calling, but where does your husband think you are?”

“I told Bruce I’d be visiting an old friend from college. She lives in Soho and has a loft on Mercer Street.”

“There are a lot of artists in that area. Is she one of them?”

“Alicia is an actress. She recently landed a role in Cabaret as an understudy.”

“She must be a talented actress if she’s on Broadway.”

“She’s excellent. She always got the lead role in any plays we did together in high school. I’m hoping she’ll become a star someday.”

Kate’s phone rang. She answered it and heard Alexander’s voice.

“Can I call you back? I’m with a client.”

“No need to call back. I’m calling to let you know I won’t be in the city tomorrow. I’m taking a day off.”

“Good. You work too hard. Are you going anywhere?”

“I’m headed to the Jersey shore area.”

“I wish I could go with you, but I have to work. Have a good time, Alexander.”

“I hope to. And Katie?”

“Yeah?”

“I love you.”

“I love you too. We’ll talk soon.”

Lindsey Auslander smiled at Kate. “Was that your boyfriend?”

“My brother.”

“Do you have a boyfriend?”

“Not for months now.”

“You’re very attractive. I’m sure you’ll find someone new soon.”

“Maybe,” Kate said, and it surprised her when her thoughts turned to Gallo.


Chapter 12



Amato would have preferred to visit the casinos in Las Vegas, but Atlantic City was better than nothing. There was talk of letting the Indian tribes build casinos on native lands. If that happened, it would open the door to others starting casinos. After that, they’d be in every state and Las Vegas would have a lot more competition.

Amato glanced at Gail. He’d been doing that a lot. He’d always thought of her as pretty, but this was the first time he’d seen her in full war paint and wearing a slinky red dress. The woman was hot. If he wasn’t certain she’d turn him down, he might have suggested they have a quickie in his room after Tony went to bed.

Tony thought it was a waste of money to pay for hotel rooms when he lived less than thirty minutes away. That is, until Amato reminded him that if they got rooms, he and Gail could drink as much as they wanted, since they wouldn’t be driving home. The two of them had already had three drinks each with dinner.

So who knew? If Gail got drunk enough, Amato thought he might still have a shot at her. He’d made sure she knew he’d be leaving the farm the next day and wouldn’t be coming back. Maybe she’d take a risk knowing Tony never had to find out. She wouldn’t be the first married woman he’d nailed.

Amato looked at her again and saw she was looking back at him. He smiled and waggled his eyebrows.

Gail pretended to stick her finger down her throat as if she were gagging.

Amato shook his head and mouthed the word, “Bitch,” back at her.

Gail laughed. Yeah, maybe getting her drunk would do the trick.
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Gail was in such a good mood that not even the sleazy Amato could ruin it. She and Tony hadn’t had a night out in years. And having it be free was a bonus, as Amato insisted on paying for dinner and their room. And Amato would be gone in less than twenty-four hours. That was reason enough to celebrate.

Tony had been too busy playing blackjack to notice the brief interaction between her and Amato. The man had been eyeing her all night. As if he had a chance.

Gail had never cheated on Tony and figured she never would. She had loved Tony since she was a girl, and she knew he loved her.

His struggle to walk again had deepened their bond and becoming parents had only strengthened it. She’d rather stick a wet finger in an empty light socket than let Vito Amato stick anything of his inside of her.

Tony let out a resounding “Yes!” as he won again. He’d initially lost eighty dollars, then won that back, and now he was up by five hundred.

Gail leaned in and kissed him. “Hey there, high roller. Let me have a hundred of that. I want to play the slot machines.”

Tony passed her a hundred-dollar bill as the dealer dealt out cards. Gail knew her husband had drawn another good hand when she saw him smile.

Two minutes later, she was sitting in front of a one-dollar slot machine. The current jackpot was over eighty thousand. She was down six dollars when she pulled the handle and won ten. Gail always doubled her bet after winning, so she fed two coins into the machine. It paid off. She won again. This time it was fifty dollars.

Amato took the machine to her right.

“You are looking hot tonight, Gail. Tony is a lucky man.”

“He is. And I put on this dress for him, not you.”

“Maybe, but I can enjoy the view the same as he can.”

A cocktail waitress came by. Amato ordered a seven and seven for himself and a rum and coke for Gail.

“How did you know I like rum and coke?”

“Because I’ve been paying attention.”

“Leering is closer to the truth.”

“How long have you been married? A long time, yeah? And you know what they say, variety is the spice of life.”

“No.”

“No? You mean they don’t say that?”

“I mean no. I don’t cheat on my husband. And you call yourself his friend?”

“We are friends. And friends share.”

“Like I said, no.”

“Um-hmm,” Amato said, but he could tell Gail was enjoying the attention.
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Seated along the next row of slot machines were two punks from Brooklyn, Jeff and Pete. They weren’t members of the Mafia, only associates. Being big, young, and not too bright, the mob used them as muscle. They knew Vito Amato by sight. And also knew there was money to be had for him. The mob Commission was paying ten grand for Amato, dead or alive.

Jeff had blond hair and the arms and chest of a Greek god from working out with weights. He never worked on his legs, so his upper half was like Hercules and his lower half was like Pee-wee Herman. Pete’s hair was dark, and he was big all over. It came naturally. His father had been a wrestler who’d once had a match on TV in the sixties.

Jeff and Pete had never killed anyone and didn’t want to, so they had to take Amato alive.

“He don’t look like much,” Pete said. “He’s got some height on him, but he’s skinny and as old as my uncle.”

Jeff looked up. “They got cameras everywhere in here. We need to take him without being all obvious about it.”

Pete snapped his fingers. “Remember that guy we grabbed up in that nightclub in Jersey City last month?”

“The drunk who owed Arty money?”

“Yeah. We’ll do the same thing here. You get on one side of him and I’ll get on the other.”

“But Amato ain’t drunk. He might fight back.”

“He’s with that woman. We’ll threaten her too.”

“That might work.”
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Amato was striking out in his effort to seduce Gail. Meanwhile, she kept winning at the slot machine she was playing. For some reason, that pissed him off. Or maybe it was Gail who was making him angry. He didn’t like being rejected. And who the hell was she, some middle-aged housewife in New Jersey? He was the underboss of the Brooklyn mob, or at least, he had been. Women threw themselves at him. They didn’t tell him no.

He stood up to go take a leak when some big blond kid put an arm around his shoulders like they were old friends.

“Vito. It’s good to see you.” The kid lowered his voice. “You’re going to leave with us. Take a look at your date.”

Amato looked back and saw Pete standing behind Gail. Gail was unaware of him, as she was engrossed in the slot machine.

“Tell your buddy to leave the woman alone. I’ll go with you, and I won’t make trouble.”

Jeff caught Pete’s eye and jerked his head, telling him to join them.

Pete pointed at Gail, and Jeff shook his head.

With the two of them flanking Amato and Jeff’s arm still draped over his shoulders, they moved across the casino toward the elevators.

Amato let Jeff guide him where he wanted. And he thought he looked familiar.

“I know you, don’t I? Is your name Jim, Joe? It’s something like that.”

“I’m Jeff. He’s Pete. And you’re worth ten large to us.”

“That’s all the Commission is paying for me? That’s insulting. I came close to killing all of them.”

“It’s good money to us,” Pete said.

“And what if I offered you more? How does twenty large sound?”

“We don’t make deals,” Jeff said. “And we don’t need the mob pissed at us. If we let you go and someone else caught you, you would tell them what we did, then we’d be screwed too.”

Amato laughed. “That happened to you once already, didn’t it?”

“Shut up,” Pete said. They were at the elevators. The damn things always took forever to arrive. One opened its doors about a minute later, and three couples stepped out. They were all smiles as they headed for the casino floor, dreams of fortune swirling in their heads.

Jeff and Pete owned a van they called the make out machine. The rear of the van had walls covered in red velvet. There were also disco lights, speakers, and a waterbed. It had cost them two thousand dollars to convert the van. In eight months, Jeff had scored with two women, and Pete only nailed one. All three had been drunk, easy, and wouldn’t have cared if they’d had sex in a men’s bathroom. If their goal was to get laid, for two grand, Jeff and Pete could have paid a dozen pros each and saved themselves the trouble.

Amato laughed when he saw the van’s interior.

“What is this, a mobile whorehouse?”

“It’s a chick magnet,” Pete said.

“Is that a waterbed?”

“Yeah. Cool, right?”

“The amount of water it takes to fill that thing must weigh a shitload. You’ll be lucky to get eight miles to a gallon. It’s got to be bad for the van’s shocks, springs, and struts too. And it’s just a matter of time before the mattress springs a leak.”

Jeff shoved him inside. “Shut up! No one asked your opinion.”

They followed him in and Jeff lifted his suit jacket, to see if he had a weapon. After patting his waist, pockets, and ankles for weapons, Jeff was satisfied Amato was unarmed. Pete cursed when he remembered something.

“We’re out of rope. We used the last of it when we tied up that black dude last week.”

“Shit,” Jeff said. “How are we going to tie him up?”

Pete patted Amato on the cheek three times. Any harder and they would have been slaps.

“Vito will behave. Won’t you, Vito?”

Amato rubbed his stinging cheek. “Yeah. I’ll be a good boy.”

Jeff drove while Pete stayed in the rear with Amato. Amato took off his suit jacket, loosened his tie, then laid on the waterbed and relaxed, feeling the liquid undulate beneath him like the waves on the shore of the nearby beach. Pete was sitting on the floor, watching him.

“Why are you so calm, Vito?”

“I’ll talk my way out of trouble when we get back to the city, you’ll see.”

Pete laughed. “Are you high on something? Al Torrio is dead and you almost killed the other bosses. They won’t forgive you for that.”

No they wouldn’t, but Amato needed to get away from Atlantic City before he made a play to get free. If he killed Jeff and Pete inside a casino parking lot, someone would think to check the cameras, see him with Tony and Gail, and then figure out he was staying at the farm. He had to kill the two young fools somewhere else.

Jeff left the casino and drove along the Atlantic City Expressway. Ten minutes later, they were headed north on the Garden State Parkway. When the van slowed, Amato wondered why Jeff was stopping. The windows in the back of the van were covered, so he couldn’t see a thing. After parking the van, Jeff got out and opened the back door.

“I stopped at a service area. I need to take a leak. Watch his ass, Pete, and I’ll be right back.”

“He ain’t going nowhere,” Pete said, then added. “And bring me back a coffee!”

The door slammed, and Amato sat up on the side of the bed. “Do you have a deck of cards? We could play to pass the time.”

Pete shook his head. “Cards? You really don’t get how much trouble you’re in, do you?”

“I’ve been in trouble a lot in my life, and I always get out of it. Do you know why?”

“Why don’t you tell me?”

“It’s because I’m tricky.”

As he was talking, Amato had been unbuttoning the sleeve on his left arm, where he had a flat blade taped to the inner portion of his forearm. He freed the blade and slashed it across Pete’s eyes. Pete’s scream was cut short when Amato kicked him in the mouth, and then he was off the bed and moving behind Pete.

Pete was in agony. His left eye was gone, he had a deep slash on his face, and Amato’s kick had mashed his bottom lip and broken a tooth. More pain was on its way.

Amato grabbed Pete by the hair and ran his blade across his throat. Blood splattered the velvet walls and soaked the cover on the waterbed. Amato did his best to stay behind Pete as the young man thrashed about, his hands at the spurting wound in his throat.

Blood loss weakened Pete, causing him to fall over, leaving his upper body lying on the bed. Amato left him and opened the rear door. The nearest vehicle was three parking spaces away and was empty. The service center was brightly lit, but not busy so late at night. The same was true of the highway, although there was a steady flow of traffic.

The service area’s gas pumps were two-hundred feet away, but no one was getting fuel. When Amato moved around to the front of the van, he found the door locked and saw there was no key in the ignition. After cursing, he climbed back into the rear of the van and checked Pete’s pockets.

“What have we here?”

It was a glass vial of cocaine. Amato kept it and continued looking for keys. He shouted, “Yes!” when he came across them in Pete’s left front pants pocket. Amato guessed that Pete had been a lefty. Keys for the van were on a keychain that had a rabbit’s foot hanging off its end. The talisman obviously hadn’t brought Pete any good luck.

Amato found the right key, opened the van, and started the engine. He backed out of the space and kept going until he was between the service area’s main building and its gas station. He still had Jeff to kill.

Jeff came out carrying a cardboard tray with two cups of coffee and was eating a donut. A confused look came over him when he saw the van had moved. Then he dropped the tray when he spotted Amato behind the wheel. By then, Amato had mashed the gas pedal and was speeding toward Jeff. Jeff had just enough time to turn before the van slammed into him. He flew twelve feet, landed on his back, and was looking up at the night sky.

Amato reversed the van, only to speed forward again. He ran over Jeff while aiming for his head. The van bounced over Jeff and Amato damn near fell out of the seat. When he looked in the side-view mirror, Jeff was still, and there was a line of blood running from the left side of his head.

Amato took off, got back on the Parkway, and was headed north. When he saw an exit sign, he realized he was only a few miles from Tony’s farm. He took the exit and got back on the Parkway, to head south.
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Amato left the van on a street two blocks from the casino. His white dress shirt and tie were in it. Pete’s blood had stained the shirt near the collar. His suit jacket was fine, because it was black, and the blood wasn’t noticeable on it. Amato wore it over his black T-shirt.

He’d left the keys in the van. With luck, someone would steal it and drive it far away before noticing the corpse in the back.

Amato found Tony and Gail seated at a bar and having drinks. They both looked at him in surprise when he slid onto a seat beside Gail.

“Where have you been?” Tony asked.

“I ran into some guys I knew and we got to talking.”

Gail studied him. “What happened to the white shirt you were wearing?”

Amato smiled. “You know what they say, Gail. You can lose your shirt gambling in casinos. I guess it’s true.”

The couple went up to their room a few minutes later. Amato’s eyes had been locked on Gail’s shapely ass until she turned a corner. Amato, now alone, sat at the bar drinking, and having dark thoughts.


Chapter 13



Kate was back sitting in Mrs. Silver’s driveway, but this time, she had company.

She and Emily had gotten there by ten, after eating a late dinner in the city. Kate had been feeling the lack of sleep and yawning constantly. Emily told her to take a nap.

“I’ll wake you if anything happens.”

Kate took her up on it and closed her eyes. The next time she opened them, it was 1:58 a.m. and she felt better. She also had to pee.

“I have to go too,” Emily said. “But what happens if your client’s husband leaves while we’re gone?”

“We’re not going anywhere. We’ll pee behind those bushes over there?”

“Bushes?”

“Yes, Em. I can’t leave, so for now, I’ll use the bushes. It’s not so bad, and I have toilet paper and baby wipes we can use.”

“You private detectives live such glamorous lives,” Emily said.

[image: ]



They returned to the car after doing their business, but Kate stayed outside.

“I’m going to take a walk to my client’s house and look around.”

“Why?”

“Because I might learn something I won’t learn while sitting here.”

“Do you want me to come with you?”

“No, stay here. And if I’m not back in an hour, take off and call the police.”

“All right, but you be careful. Do you have your gun?”

Kate grabbed her purse off the seat. “I do now.”
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Lindsey Auslander’s large home was two-stories tall and had a brick façade on the front and white vinyl siding on the rest of it. Every window was dark, not an unusual sight at two in the morning.

There was an attached garage. Kate looked through a window and saw two vehicles inside. An older Mercedes-Benz and a new Honda Accord. Kate assumed the Honda belonged to her client, because Lindsey had said her husband owned a Mercedes.

As for her husband’s van, that was parked outside, in front of his workshop. There was a floodlight over the workshop’s double doors. Kate moved toward the van, willing to risk being exposed in that light.

Lindsey Auslander had called her husband’s workshop a shed, but it was half the size of their house. It too was dark, and when Kate touched the van, she could tell the engine was cold.

She peered inside the van, which was well-illuminated by the floodlight. Her brow furrowed when she saw something unexpected. Kate stood there, staring at an object and trying to make sense of it. She came up with two explanations. One made sense, if it checked out, but the second explanation would mean everything she believed about her client’s husband was wrong.

Along with her wallet and weapon, Kate kept a camera in her purse. It was a Nikon with auto-focusing. It had been a gift from a grateful client.

She used it to take photos of the interior of the van. With that done, she moved to the workshop and tried opening the doors. The handle wouldn’t turn. The doors were locked. Kate walked around the building and found an unlocked window. Pushing it up and climbing through it could get her a charge of breaking and entering. She might also get answers to the questions churning in her head.

Kate slid the window up and climbed through. She was already trespassing, so why not go all the way?

Bruce Auslander’s shop smelled of sawdust and wood, mixed in was the scent of cigar smoke. There was a labyrinth of machines, drill presses, lathes, table saws, and other equipment. Tool cabinets took up an entire wall. Above them were photos. Kate used a flashlight to look at them. They showed Bruce Auslander standing with some of his creations. The tables were beautiful, functional, and unique in their design. Many were large. Too large to have fit inside the van outside.

Toward the rear was an area where he stored wood, and also a bathroom with a sink and a toilet. There was also a larger sink to the right of the bathroom door. Kate noticed something as she shone her flashlight into it. The old plastic sink seemed abnormally clean and there was the scent of bleach coming from it.

After shining the light at the floor in front of the sink, Kate saw it was also clean, as if someone had scrubbed a large section. Lindsey Auslander had said her husband wasn’t violent, but that he had a temper. Had that temper led him to do something drastic? And was he then forced to clean up afterwards? There was no way to know, but Kate would feel better when she heard from her client again.
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Emily smiled at her when she returned to her car.

“You were gone a while. I was beginning to worry. Did you find anything?”

“I did, but I’m not sure what the significance is yet.”

“What’s that mean?”

“It means I have to make a stop somewhere before we head home. And I have to do it early. We’ll keep watch here until four a.m. and then leave.”

“Okay. So what did you find?”

Kate told Emily what she’d seen inside Bruce Auslander’s van. When she suggested what the significance was, Emily gasped.

“Oh, my God. That is so devious.”

“So is drugging your spouse so you can sneak out in the middle of the night to have an affair.”

“Wow. Do you think it’s true? I mean, what you suspect?”

Kate made a decision and started her car. “Forget waiting until four. I want to know the answer now.”

They left Mrs. Silver’s driveway and headed north. Kate felt a shiver of excitement. If she was right, she was on the trail of a killer.


Chapter 14



Jeff turned out to be harder to kill than Amato thought. He had still been alive when Amato drove off in the van.

A guy working at the gas station had seen him get run over and rushed to Jeff’s side to help. Jeff had tread marks from the van’s tires on his clothing and his left ear was damaged from having been run over. The ear was bloody and hanging by a strip of flesh.

Jeff rolled over, got to his knees, and then to his feet. The man from the gas station, who was an Asian in his fifties, looked astonished.

“You should lie down, young man. My friend back at the gas station is calling an ambulance and the police. They should be here soon.”

Jeff ignored him and staggered to a bank of pay phones at the front of the building. He needed help. He had to get the van back and find out what happened to Pete. Jeff put a quarter in a phone slot, dialed, then cursed when an operator asked for more money. He was calling New York City.

A voice answered. It was a man’s voice, and he was not happy about being called so late at night.

Jeff had to gather himself to speak. Shock was wearing off and there was pain building in his belly and the side of his head.

“Arty… Pete and I found Vito Amato.”

“Amato? Who is this?”

“It’s Jeff.”

“You don’t sound like yourself. Where are you?”

Jeff looked around. As the pain increased, he was having trouble concentrating.

“I’m in Jersey… near AC. Vito Amato… he… Amato…”

Jeff doubled over as he threw up. His vomit was red with blood. His knees gave out and he slumped against the wall.

Arty’s voice came from the phone, which was still gripped in Jeff’s hand. Jeff couldn’t hear him. He was dead. The van running over him had damaged his organs and left him with massive internal bleeding.

[image: ]


Gallo’s phone rang an hour later.

“Is this the Gallo who’s like seven-feet tall?”

“Who is this?”

“It’s Sheldon.”

“Who is this again?”

“Sheldon. We met about two weeks ago outside Mr. Cavallaro’s restaurant.”

Gallo remembered the kid. He was nineteen and nearly as big as he was. Sheldon had been a dupe for one of the female ex-KGB agents who’d been working for the Russian mob.

“Why are you calling me this late, Sheldon?”

“It’s not that late. Why does everybody say that? I’m still up and playing cards.”

“Why the call, Sheldon?”

“One of the guys I’m playing with got a phone call from a friend. The guy said Vito Amato is in South Jersey, near AC.”

Gallo pushed aside a blanket and sat up on the side of the bed. “Did the guy say he got Amato?”

“It’s the other way around. Some cop came on the line after and said the guy who called my friend was dead. Get this. He’d been run over by a van. That’s got to hurt.”

“How did you get my phone number?”

“You’re in the book. But you’re the eighteenth Gallo I called. The others weren’t too happy.”

“Okay. Thanks for calling, Sheldon.”

“Hey, wait! Take me with you when you go after Amato.”

“Why?”

“I just helped you, didn’t I? Now you know where to look for him.”

“All right, yeah. There’s a coffee shop on Grand Street. It’s around the corner from the Hester Street Playground.”

“I know it. What time?”

“At six a.m. After we eat, we’ll be getting an early start to beat rush hour.”

“Six a.m.? Damn. I might as well stay up then. Thanks, Gallo. I’ll see you at six.”

Gallo hung up, then thought about calling Dante. He decided there was no point. He’d be seeing him in a few hours. Sheldon’s call confirmed Bobby Cantaneo’s belief that Amato was in South Jersey. The man who called Sheldon’s friend, only to die during the call, must have stumbled across him and paid for it with his life.

As he laid back in bed and pulled up the blanket, Gallo wondered why he told Sheldon he could come with them. He didn’t know, but something had told him to say yes.

Gallo muttered, “The kid is going to be a pain in the ass,” then he drifted back to sleep.


Chapter 15



Kate had driven to a fast-food restaurant on Route 1 named Burger-O-Rama. Bruce Auslander’s van had stopped there the night before during the trip back to Larchmont. There was a drive-thru window available twenty-four hours a day, but the restaurant’s dining area had limited hours of operation between six a.m. and ten p.m.

Kate was hoping the same person was working the drive-thru window who’d been working it the night before. She pulled up to the window and smiled at the sleepy-eyed guy standing there. He perked up a bit when he saw Kate and Emily. They were two good-looking women, and he was a young man who appreciated beauty.

After ordering two coffees, Kate asked him a question.

“Last night? Yeah, I was here. It’s my week to work the late shift.”

“Your week?”

“We’re a family business. My dad started Burger-O-Rama two years ago. Me and my three brothers take turns working a night shift for a week every month. Lucky me; it’s my week.”

“What’s your name?”

“I’m Kevin.”

“Hi, Kevin. I’m Kate, and this is my friend, Emily.”

Kevin smiled at Kate, but he grinned at Emily. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“How many locations do you have, Kevin?”

Kevin laughed. “We’re not McDonald’s. This is our only location. But Dad says if we keep going the way we are, we might be able to open up a second restaurant someday.”

“Just to be sure, this is your only location?”

“Yeah. Why is that important to you?”

Kate took out her wallet and held up her private investigator’s license.

“I’m working a case and a suspect stopped here last night. Will you answer a few questions I have?”

“Sure,” Kevin looked at Emily. “Is your cute friend a PI too?”

“I’m a nurse,” Emily said, and held up her left hand to show Kevin her wedding band. “And I’m married.”

“Oh. Damn. Are you married too, Kate?”

“I am not. What about you, Kevin?”

“I’m single.”

“And will you help me with my case?”

Kevin leaned out of the drive-thru window and pointed right. “Park in front and I’ll let you in so we can talk. But I’ll still have to work the window and the grill when someone shows up.”

“That’s fine. And thank you.”

Kate drove around to the front as a station wagon entered the parking lot and headed for the drive-thru window.

“One location,” Emily said. “Either your theory is right, or Bruce Auslander is a strange man.”

“If I am right, I’ll need to involve the police.”

Kevin finished with the customers from the station wagon and let them inside. A half hour later, Kate was certain she was right, and Auslander was a murderer.


Chapter 16



Dante was outside Gallo’s apartment in his van at five-thirty. Gallo left his apartment and climbed in. They were both eager to get to New Jersey and deal with Vito Amato. The longer their search for Amato lasted, the better his chances were of escaping. Neither of them wanted the hunt for Amato to turn into a marathon adventure.

Gallo told Dante about the call he received from Sheldon and the news that Amato had been in South Jersey last night.

“It sounds like Bobby knows what he’s talking about,” Dante said. “Maybe we have a good chance of finding Amato on that farm he mentioned.”

“Let’s hope so. Oh, one more thing. I told that kid Sheldon he could come along with us.”

“You did? Why?”

“He asked, and I said yes. Maybe it was because I was half asleep.”

“He might be helpful. But we’ll have him follow us in his own car. That way, if we need to split up for any reason, we’ll have two vehicles.”

“Yeah, maybe that will be helpful. But Bobby is the key to making this work. He’s the only one who knows where the farm is.”
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Sheldon was in the coffee shop when they entered. The kid was stretched out across one side of a booth with his long legs blocking a path between the booth and a table.

Gallo called his name when he and Dante reached the booth, and the nineteen-year-old came awake and sat up.

“You’re here. Is it six o’clock?”

“It’s a little earlier than that. How long have you been here?”

Sheldon yawned before speaking. “I got here a couple of hours ago, had some ham and eggs, then crashed.”

“Dante and I are going to eat when the guy we’re waiting for gets here.”

“What’s his name?”

“Bobby Cantaneo.”

“I never heard of him.”

“He just got out of prison. You were a kid when he went in.”

“Wait. Cantaneo? Didn’t a guy named Cantaneo run Brooklyn before Al Torrio?”

“That was Bobby’s brother, Christopher.”

“Yeah. Him, I remember. What happened to him?”

“Vito Amato killed him for Al Torrio.”

“Wow. Then I guess this Bobby really wants to find Amato.”

“You guess right,” Dante said.
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The boys had coffee and looked at menus while waiting for Bobby to join them. When six o’clock came and went, they began to wonder if he would.

“I hope his parole officer didn’t change his mind,” Dante said.

Bobby entered the coffee shop at 6:08. He was out of breath and looked frazzled. He slid into the booth beside Sheldon. Bobby had the knapsack with him Alexander had given him, the one holding the tracking device. He placed it on the floor beside the booth.

“Sorry I’m late, guys. Vann, the guy that runs the halfway house, refused to open the door until six a.m. He said it was one of the rules. No one can enter or leave between midnight and six.” Bobby took in a deep breath. “I ran all the way here, and now my bad leg hurts.”

“You’re here,” Gallo said. “That’s what matters.”

Bobby looked at Sheldon and noted his size. “Is he one of your little brothers?”

Dante laughed. “That’s Sheldon. No relation to either of us. Sheldon is tagging along today. One of his friends ran into Vito Amato in South Jersey last night. Vito killed him.”

“Jeff wasn’t my friend,” Sheldon said. “He and Pete were friends with a guy named Arty I know. Pete might be dead too. He and Jeff were tight and hung out together.”

Bobby grinned. “It looks like I was right about Vito being in Jersey. Let’s eat and get on the road.”
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Despite having eaten three hours earlier, Sheldon ate again.

The coffee shop sold thermoses. Gallo bought four and had them filled with coffee made to each man’s preference, then he passed them out. Bobby thanked him when he took his and held up the knapsack.

“I brought snacks along for the road. Potato chips, peanut butter and crackers, and candy bars.”

“I’ll take a candy bar,” Sheldon said. Bobby reached into the knapsack and brought out a Hershey bar.

Sheldon asked a question as he unwrapped the candy. “How are we splitting the reward if we find Amato?”

“What reward?” Dante asked.

“Don Cavallaro is offering a ten thousand dollar reward to anyone who finds Amato. Didn’t you guys know?”

“Mario has us working for free,” Dante said. “You and Bobby can split the reward when we get to Amato.”

“Cool!” Sheldon said. “I thought you might only give me a couple grand for helping out.”

“It’s better than you think,” Bobby told him. “I don’t want any of the reward. Amato killed my brother. Seeing him die is all the reward I’ll need.”

Gallo raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure about that, Bobby? It’s a lot of money you’d be giving up.”

Bobby pointed at Dante. “If someone killed him, would you give a damn about collecting a reward for finding the guy who did it?”

Gallo looked over at Dante. The man was more like a brother to him than a friend. “I see your point.”

“So, wait,” Sheldon said. “You’re saying I get to claim the ten grand by myself?”

“That’s right,” Dante said. “But first we have to get our hands on that bastard, Amato.”

Sheldon’s grin was so wide they could see his back teeth. “Hot damn! Let’s go get him.”
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Sheldon drove a red 1970 Mustang Mach 1. It had a V8 engine and looked like a million bucks.

Dante whistled. “Damn, Sheldon. That is one sweet ride.”

“Ain’t she? It belonged to my father. He bought it new when I was a baby. My pops let me have it when I turned eighteen. He’s driving a new Porsche now.”

“What kind of work does he do?” Dante asked.

“He owns a waste management business out on Long Island.”

Dante, Gallo, and Bobby gave each other knowing looks. If Sheldon’s dad was in waste management in New York City, he was likely connected. That would explain why Mario Cavallaro kept the kid around. It was a favor to Sheldon’s father.

Sheldon agreed to follow them and off they went. They were on the hunt for Vito Amato. For Bobby, it was a quest for vengeance.


Chapter 17



The traffic volume doubled every half hour after they left the coffee shop, but it still moved well since they were leaving the city and not entering it.

Bobby sat on the van’s bench seat between Dante, who was driving, and Gallo, who was riding shotgun. Sheldon followed them in his classic Mustang.

They were on the Garden State Parkway and making good time when traffic began slowing around Exit 102. It came to a crawl and Dante assumed there was an accident ahead. They had been listening to music. Gallo switched over to an all-news station, 1010 WINS. After giving sports scores, a traffic report came on.

There was a serious accident, but it wasn’t on the Garden State Parkway. It had occurred over on Route 9, which also ran north and south. A tanker truck and a bus headed to the casinos had collided, resulting in the fuel truck flipping over and spilling gasoline on the road. Emergency personnel closed all lanes on Route 9 south in Freehold Township and began the necessary clean-up. Luckily, there were no serious injuries and the fuel never ignited.

As they neared the next on-ramp for the Parkway, they could see it was packed with vehicles that had been using Route 9. That included trucks.

“This is going to take longer than we thought,” Gallo said, while pouring coffee into the top from his thermos, which doubled as a cup. “I’m glad we left early.”

Dante noticed something in his side-view mirror. “Sheldon is working his way through the traffic to come up beside us. He’ll be right next to you when he gets past one more car, Gallo. See what he wants.”

Sheldon drew even with them as the pickup truck in front of him moved forward. Gallo lowered his window to hear what he had to say.

“Arty is following us. That’s his white Chevy Celebrity back there in the far left lane.”

Dante looked in his mirror, saw the car, then looked around at the slow-moving traffic.

“How can you tell it’s his? I see five of those Chevys around us, and three are white.”

“Arty’s car has New York plates, and it’s a vanity plate. It says SHARK, meaning card shark. Arty loves playing cards.”

“Yeah,” Dante said. “I see it now.”

“He’s following us and hoping to claim the reward for Amato,” Gallo said. “Why would he be doing that, Sheldon?”

Sheldon sighed. “Because I was an idiot and mentioned I was going with you today. Sorry, guys.”

Bobby spoke up. “Ignore him for now. We’ll deal with it when we get closer to the farm.”

“Bobby’s right,” Gallo said. “We’ll drive into Atlantic City and lose him there.”
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The traffic stayed heavy and moved slow until they reached the Toms River area, where the Garden State Parkway and Route 9 were one road. When they separated again, much of the traffic moved onto Route 9, far past the fuel spill, and they were once more zipping along.

What should have been less than a three-hour trip had taken over four hours and they were farther south from their true destination. Dante drove into the parking structure of a casino and weaved his way up the levels until they found an available space near the elevators on the fifth level.

Sheldon parked beside them and danced in place. “Man, I gotta pee.”

After being on the road for so long, they all needed to urinate. They stood waiting for an elevator to arrive and took surreptitious glances at Arty as he parked his vehicle beside a bright yellow Chevy Astro van.

Bobby was looking around for others, Alexander and the FBI twins. He didn’t see them, but he knew they were somewhere close.

They rode the elevator down to the casino level and used the restrooms.

Dante smiled at the old man working as an attendant and accepted a hand towel from him.

“Thanks for the towel, dude. How are tips today?”

“It’s early yet, sir, so tips have been light.”

“I can fix that,” Dante said, and placed a twenty-dollar bill in his tip cup.

The old man lit up in a toothy grin. “Thank you, sir. I guess you had good luck today.”

“Not yet, but I’m expecting to.”

Sheldon followed Dante out of the men’s room.

“That was a hell of a tip.”

“Yeah, but I’ll get it back and more.”

“You’re going to gamble?”

“Nope. A sure thing. Your friend Arty should be here somewhere. Point him out to us by giving us his position. Act like the casino is a clock and tell us if he’s at two o’clock or whatever.”

Sheldon scanned the crowd, then stopped when he saw Arty playing a slot machine.

“He’s at eleven o’clock. At the nickel slots. He just looked over his shoulder at us.”

“Big spender,” Gallo said. “Okay, it’s time to lose him. We’ll head back to the van. Dante, you know what to do.”

Dante smiled. “Oh yeah.”
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They were off the elevator and getting into the van when Arty left the stairwell and ran toward his car.

Dante stepped out from behind the Astro van as Arty took his keys from his pocket. Dante snatched them from his hands, then lifted Arty’s wallet from a back pocket.

“Hey!” Arty said, then realized who he was looking at. Arty had long hair and a cleft chin. “You’re Dante, right?”

“That’s right.” Dante opened the wallet and took out Arty’s cash. There was only forty bucks, but it was still double the amount of the tip he’d given the bathroom attendant.

“You’re mugging me, man?”

“Consider it a fee for the lesson you’re getting about sticking your nose in where it doesn’t belong.”

“Vito Amato is somewhere in AC, isn’t he?”

Dante tossed his wallet back to him. “We’ll drop your keys on the sidewalk when we leave the garage.”

“Aw, c’mon, man. Don’t be like that. I can help you guys.”

“We’ve got enough help already.”

The van pulled up with Gallo driving. Dante got in, and they took off. Sheldon’s Mustang was behind them. Sheldon stuck his tongue out at Arty.

Arty flipped them off, then he got on his knees to grab the spare car key he kept attached to the bottom of the Chevy inside a small box that had a strong magnet. His hand kept groping, certain it was there.

Inside the van, Dante was laughing as he watched Arty via the mirror on his side of the vehicle. He knew that trick and had taken the spare key before Arty reached the car. Dante tossed Arty’s keychain and the box with the spare key onto the sidewalk as they exited the garage. Gallo made a green light and they were headed back onto the expressway by the time Arty made the jog downstairs.

With that distraction out of the way, they headed north to look for the farm and to give Vito Amato his just deserts.


Chapter 18



Despite her lack of sleep, Kate stayed up after dropping Emily off at home. She was in her office, hoping to hear from her client.

She kept busy by writing down what she believed was happening concerning her client’s case. By doing so, Kate was able to cement in her mind the timeline of events that had taken place. Granted, much of what she believed was theory and reliant on a set of facts that on their face meant little.

When she was finished, Kate typed up her summary as if it were a report, so it would be in a neat format. The paper she copied them from had notes scrawled along its borders and things scratched out.

By ten-thirty, she was pacing around her office. Lindsey Auslander should have called her already. Kate was fearing the worst, so she made a call of her own.
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Eddie Jones was a black homicide detective and Alexander’s best friend. The two had met when they competed against each other as teens in the Golden Gloves boxing tournaments. With Alexander out of town, Kate called Eddie for information.

“Hi, Katie. It was great seeing you last week on the Fourth. Debby said that was the most people we’ve ever had over to the house.”

“I had a good time too, Eddie. And I loved seeing your kids again.”

“So, what’s up?”

“I’d normally bug Alexander, but he’s taken the day off, so I’ll bug you.”

“Uh-huh, you need a favor?”

“I do. I need to know if the name Bruce Auslander has been mentioned in any recent homicides.”

“Spell that last name.”

Kate did, and Eddie asked her if it involved a case.

“His wife is a client. She hired me to find out if he was cheating.”

“But you think he might be up to something else?”

“It’s complicated. But yes, I don’t think this is only a case about a cheating spouse.”

“I’ll look into it, Katie, and call you back when I get a chance.”

“Thanks, Eddie. I appreciate it.”

“Sure thing.”
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The office phone rang twenty minutes later. Kate snatched it up, hoping it was Eddie calling her back. It wasn’t. It was her contact at the Guarantor Insurance Company. Kate liked the older woman, who was named Nancy. Nancy had news.

“My superiors have been impressed with you, Kate. Your record at proving fraud has placed you in the running for being retained on a monthly stipend.”

“You mean I would be on their payroll?”

“Essentially. The company we had an arrangement with has been less than satisfactory of late and we’re not renewing their contract, which expires next month.”

“This stipend. How much would it be?”

“Three thousand a month, plus expenses. On average, you’d probably be given six to eight cases a month. Many of those would be simple background checks.”

“I see,” Kate said, while trying to keep from yelling “Yippee!” into the phone. Three thousand dollars rivaled the most money she’d ever made in a month, and Nancy was telling her she might receive that guaranteed on a continuing basis, along with steady work.

“As I said, you’re in the running, and you have my recommendation, but there is competition. That company has more people, and offices in two locations.”

“I can see why they would be more attractive than my agency, which I run by myself.”

“Yes, but your record is superior. And at the end of the day, it’s results that count.”

“When will your bosses make their decision?”

“In a way, they have. They want to give you and your competitor each a tough case. Whoever solves their case will be awarded the stipend. If you both solve them, it will come down to who solves their case first.”

“Well, that’s interesting. When will I be given the case I’m working on?”

“That’s being arranged. The tough part is to make them fair and balanced. I’ll contact you soon with the details.”

“Thanks so much, Nancy. I’m sure your recommendation is why I’m in the running.”

“You’re welcome, but you’ve earned it, Kate. Proving Shelby York was faking her blindness was the clincher.” Nancy laughed. “It gives me a chuckle every time I recall the look on her face when she realized you were recording her. And where did you find those two giants of yours with the tow truck?”

“They’re friends of mine who work with me sometimes.”

“And lucky you, they’re both tall, dark, and handsome. Especially the tall part.”

Nancy told Kate she’d probably get back to her within a week and the call ended.

Kate leaned back in her seat, grinning, although she realized no decision had been made yet.

She called a deli in the neighborhood that delivered and ordered an early lunch. Having been up most of the night, her schedule was off, and she felt hungry enough to eat dinner. She ordered a pastrami on rye and a side order of fries. It arrived fifteen minutes later and Kate dug into it while sipping on a soda taken from the small fridge behind her desk.

She was washing her hands after eating when the phone rang again. It was Eddie Jones with news.

“Bruce Auslander’s name has come up in an investigation, Katie. Auslander is suspected of murdering the wife of a television producer named Mark Kessler. The murder took place just hours ago in Kessler’s residence in White Plains. The police up there say Kessler is in LA on business. The victim was Cici Kessler. She was forty-six.”

“Why is Bruce Auslander a suspect?”

“A neighbor saw a white Mercedes leaving the scene. It was driven by someone wearing a hood and sunglasses. He memorized the license plate and it came back to Auslander. Katie, if you know something that could help catch him, clue in the cops up there.”

“I will. I’m going to talk to them.”

“The dead woman. Was Auslander having an affair with her?”

“I don’t think so.”

“So, why did he kill her?”

“That’s the question, isn’t it? Thank you for finding out about this for me, Eddie.”

“No problem. Take care of yourself, Katie.”

“And you too.”

Kate looked at the typewritten notes she had concerning Lindsey Auslander’s case. She folded it twice, and stuck it in her purse. A minute later, she was locking up her office and headed to her car. Her destination was the White Plains Police Department.


Chapter 19



Kate was headed north, but so was her brother. However, Alexander was over a hundred miles away and leaving Atlantic City.

He’d had to urinate as well, but being a cop used to working stakeouts, he’d brought a wide-mouth bottle along as a toilet, so he wouldn’t need to leave his vehicle.

His brow furrowed in confusion when the tracking device revealed that Bobby Cantaneo, Gallo, and Dante were headed toward the casinos. He wondered if Bobby was up to something. He was parked outside the casino hotel when Dante’s van left the parking structure. When Dante tossed something out of his window, Alexander feared it might be the tracking device. He realized it wasn’t when the signal on his transponder stayed strong.

As he drove past the parking structure, he pulled over and stepped out of his car to see what Dante had thrown away. It was a set of keys. As he was bending over to pick them up, Arty yelled at him.

“Those are mine, asshole! Leave them be.”

Alexander took out his gold badge and flashed it at Arty. “Why did that man take your keys?”

Arty said what he always said when talking to a cop. “I want my lawyer.”

Alexander grunted in disgust. “You’re another Mafia prick, aren’t you?”

Arty said nothing. He knew better than to talk to a cop.

Alexander left him and got back in his car. The tracker had a limited range, so he couldn’t keep off the roads for very long. He drove away, never noticing the bland, gray Dodge Diplomat that pulled away from the curb behind him.
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Amato returned to Tony’s farm as they arrived back from their overnight trip to AC. The drug trucks would be leaving at noon. He planned to be on one of them.

He’d lost eight hundred dollars playing blackjack after Tony and Gail went up to their room, then he spent the night looking at the ceiling between brief bouts of sleep.

Some of his restlessness came from the uncertainty of his future. He’d have to start over in a new country and live under a false identity. He wouldn’t be starting from scratch, not when he had close to a million dollars hidden away in off-shore banks. And yet, he was leaving behind everything he knew.

Uncertainty wasn’t the only thing that kept him awake. Amato had been imagining Tony and Gail together in bed, and wished it was him and Gail instead. It was crazy. The woman was a housewife with a kid who lived on a two-bit farm. He’d shown less interest over twenty-year-old fashion models.

It’s because you want what you can’t have, Amato told himself. It’s always been like that.

It was true. Whenever something or someone seemed out of reach to him, he obsessed over it. And he almost always got what he wanted. It was why he made a deal with the Russian mob to take over Brooklyn, and Manhattan’s drug trade. That sure as hell hadn’t worked out, which is why he was at the farm.

He went into the guest room, changed into the clothes he would be traveling in, jeans and a gray T-shirt with long sleeves. The knife he killed Pete with was taped to his forearm again, but he didn’t have a gun. It would be bad enough if a cop stopped the truck, but if the law found a gun on him, they might give his fake ID a hard look. Amato packed his suitcase and left the farmhouse through the front door.

In spite of his lack of sleep, he was infused with energy. He’d indulged in the cocaine he’d taken off Pete’s body the night before. It was good stuff. It damn sure had been cut, but it was still potent.

Amato left his suitcase on the porch and went down the steps to find Tony. It was time to say goodbye to his old friend.

Afterward, he’d find Gail and do the same. Amato was looking forward to that.
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Bobby had Gallo driving along the street that led to the farm before telling him to make a left and take them in a new direction. He had to make his confusion over the farm’s location seem realistic. However, he felt he was pushing his luck. If they began to suspect he was stalling, Gallo and Dante might wonder why.

The truth was, he was doing it for them as much as he was doing it for himself. The longer they went without reaching the farm, the less chance there was of Alexander and the feds grabbing up Gallo and Dante. As for Sheldon. It was bad luck that the kid tagged along. The cop or the feds might toss him in a cell too.

Bobby sighed internally. He had stalled long enough. It was time to shit or get off the pot.

“I know it’s right around here somewhere, and not far from the White Horse Pike. I’m just not certain how far or on which side of the pike it was.”

“We’ve passed several farms already and they all look the same to me,” Dante said. “What makes the one we’re looking for different?”

“Nothing really, but I think it will spark a memory when we—whoa! Gallo stop the van.”

Gallo brought the van to a halt. “What is it?”

Bobby pointed at a sign promoting a driving range. The golf club was across from yet another farm.

“I remember this golf club. Take a right here, Gallo. We’re close now. The farm is about three miles up this way, then we make another left.”

Sheldon pulled up beside them. “What’s going on?”

“We’re almost there now,” Dante said. “Keep following us.”

Gallo made the right turn, and Sheldon did the same. Only Bobby was aware they weren’t alone.


Chapter 20



Alexander recalled Bobby Cantaneo saying he didn’t remember where the farm was, but he believed he could find it. After driving around aimlessly for an hour, he thought maybe only half of that statement was correct.

And with all the backtracking and sudden turns the van was making, Alexander had almost driven past them five minutes earlier. He’d been traveling east down a quiet street and looking at the transponder when he realized Dante’s van was just ahead and making a left onto the same road. Thinking fast, Alexander slowed and turned into a driveway. There was a field of grass on either side of it, with a white house, a colonial with two chimneys, glimpsed through a gap in trees.

The van went past him as he was looking in his rear view mirror, with Sheldon’s Mustang behind it. When Alexander looked out the windshield, there was an old man on a riding mower headed his way. The silver-haired gentlemen cut off the machine and asked Alexander a question.

“Can I help you?”

Alexander raised a hand in an apologetic gesture. “Sorry. I have the wrong house.”

The old guy climbed off the mower. He wore shorts and a sleeveless T-shirt.

“Who are you looking for? Maybe I can help. I used to be a mailman and know a lot of people in the area.”

Alexander figured why not and mentioned the farm. “My friend wasn’t sure where it was, but it’s around here, and the man who owns it is named Tony.”

The old man laughed. “There’s a lot of men named Tony around here, and most other towns too, I’d guess. But you know, there is a Tony who owns a farm not far from here. His name is Tony Vickers. Nice fellow, and his wife is a cutie.”

Alexander cut off his engine so he could hear the old man better. “Could you give me directions to the Vickers’ farm?”

“Sure, no problem.”
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Amato found Tony working in the stable. The guy was always doing something. This time, he was feeding horses.

The stable stank and the horses were too damn big. It made him nervous to be around them. Amato had never liked animals, and the feeling had been mutual. As a teenager, he’d gone out with a girl who had a German shepherd. She had to keep the dog away from him because it would growl whenever it saw him. And yeah, you could ride horses. But why the hell would you, when motorcycles were better and faster?

Tony smiled at him. “It’s almost time, hmm?”

“Yeah, the truck should be leaving in half an hour.”

“Maybe we’ll see each other again someday.”

“Not likely, Tony. I need to leave the country.”

Tony sat on a stool that had a scarred wooden table before it with a saddle on top. Stitching on the saddle had come loose. Tony was going to repair it. It was a skill his grandfather had taught him when he was about his son’s age.

“I was thinking about the old days last night while lying in bed.”

Amato sniffled and wiped at his nose. “Was that before or after you plowed Gail?”

Tony stared at him. “What the fuck did you say?”

Amato held up his hands in surrender. “It was a bad joke. Go on. What were you saying about the old days?”

Tony frowned and went back to working on the saddle. “I was thinking of Chris. He died too young, man. And he was a stand-up guy, you know?”

“Yeah, Chris was cool, but he was in the way.”

“In the way? Oh, you mean that asshole, Torrio. I remember him from back when I was living in New York. He was always deep in the drug trade, even when old Joe Messina was dead set against selling drugs.”

“That’s because there’s a lot of money to be made in drugs. More than anything else.”

“Yeah, but Torrio can’t spend that money in hell. I’d like to shake the hand of whoever killed him. It won’t bring Chris back, but I’m glad Torrio is dead.”

Amato was pacing around behind Tony; the cocaine making him restless. He grabbed a shovel used to muck out the stalls.

“Al Torrio didn’t kill Chris. I did it. I told you, he was in my way. It was nothing personal.”

“Don’t joke about something like that, Vito. You’re really in a weird mood, you know?”

“It’s the cocaine. It affects me like that. Makes me horny as hell too.”

Tony laughed. “Stay away from my goats. And where did you get cocaine?”

“It doesn’t matter. Hey, Tony.”

Tony said, “What?” and turned his head to look at him. Amato was holding the shovel like a baseball bat.

“This isn’t personal either.”

Amato swung the shovel with as much force as he could muster. The underside of the tool’s metal blade smashed into Tony’s head at the right temple. The two horses behind them whinnied and Tony fell off the stool. Amato raised the shovel again, ready to swing once more. He relaxed when Tony failed to move.

He used the tip of his shoe to kick Tony on the arm. “Are you dead?”

Tony wasn’t dead, but he was out cold and would be for hours. Amato dropped the shovel and took out the vial of cocaine.

After taking another hit, he left the stable and walked toward the house. It was time for Gail to give him a proper send-off.


Chapter 21



Bobby brought them to Tony’s farm, but he made sure to bring them around to the rear of the property. A narrow winding road separated Tony’s farm from that of his neighbors, who also owned a small farm.

Bobby pointed at the neighbors’ property. “This is the place. I’m certain of it. See that trail through the trees? It leads to a field. Cross that, and you’ll be at the farmhouse.”

Gallo and Dante removed guns from a hidden compartment Dante had built into the van. Sheldon was parked behind them on the side of the road. When he opened his door to get out, Gallo pointed at him.

“No. You stay here. Dante and I will handle Amato.”

“But I can help. I have a gun in my glove box.”

“Gallo is right,” Dante said. “You stay here, Sheldon.”

Sheldon pouted and got back in his car, sitting in it sideways with the door open and his big feet on the ground.

“You too, Bobby,” Dante said. “I’m sure you want to see Amato die, but it’s best if Gallo and I take care of him.”

Bobby rubbed the thigh of his bad leg. “I’d only slow you down. My leg has been sore since I ran on it this morning. But do me a favor, make that bastard suffer before he dies.”

“We’ll do our best,” Dante said.

He and Gallo crossed the road with their weapons tucked out of sight beneath their shirts. Bobby waited until they were too far away to hear the van door creak open, then he got out. He was holding the knapsack with the tracking device in it. Bobby spun it around by one of its straps until it gained speed. When he released the knapsack, it flew across the road and landed in a clump of wild bushes that belonged to Tony’s neighbor.

Sheldon called to him. “Why did you do that?”

Bobby turned and walked onto Tony’s farm, calling over his shoulder. “I have to take a leak. Stay with the vehicles.”

Sheldon watched him. Bobby walked with that limping gait of his and went past a row of hedges he could have used to stay out of sight while he peed, but he kept walking.

Sheldon wondered what he was up to. He never noticed the car driving by on the road, with Alexander behind the wheel.
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Alexander wasn’t looking at Sheldon either, and so he missed seeing Bobby walking away. His attention was on the two large men who were moving swiftly across a field on the other side of the road.

That’s got to be Gallo and Dante.

He kept driving until he was beyond the spot where the road curved. Alexander pulled onto the shoulder and parked his rental car. After getting out, he spotted Bobby Cantaneo limping along a bridle path on his side of the road. Like Sheldon, Alexander wondered what Bobby was up to; however, knowing that Gallo and Dante were headed in the opposite direction, he took off to find them.
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Amato found Gail in the kitchen. She was making lunch, which included a salad. Gail sat at the kitchen table chopping tomatoes and cucumbers. Amato settled in a chair across from her and she looked over at him.

“You’re leaving soon, yes?”

“That’s right. How about sending me off in style? Tony never has to know.”

Gail stopped chopping and glared at him. “Goodbye, Vito. It’s time for you to leave now.”

Amato’s hand shot out and gripped Gail’s wrist; the one holding the knife. He stood and yanked her to her feet. Gail let the knife drop onto the table, then reached for it with her other hand. Amato struck her with a backhanded slap across her face and Gail stumbled backwards before her fingers could grip the knife.

Amato claimed it and slid across the table, sending the tomatoes, cucumbers, and cutting board onto the floor.

Gail turned to run for the back door and Amato grabbed her by the hair. Her struggles ceased when Amato moved the knife near her throat. Unable to move out of fear of being cut, Gail screamed, knowing it would bring Tony to her aid.

Amato laughed. “Scream all you want, bitch. I left Tony lying on the floor in the stable. I think he was still breathing, but who knows?” Amato lowered his voice and whispered in Gail’s ear. “Behave yourself and give me what I want, and I’ll leave you alive. I bet you’ll enjoy it.”

Gail screamed again, and she kept screaming as Amato ripped open her blouse.
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After thinking it over for a minute, Sheldon decided to follow Bobby and see where he was going. He assumed he’d have no problem catching up to the older man with the limp, but then he came to a fork along the bridle path and had to decide whether to go left or right. He went left and quickened his pace. If he were wrong and failed to spot Bobby soon, he would turn around and run back to go the other way.

When he walked beyond an area thick with trees, he saw the house. Sheldon smiled, assuming he had gone in the right direction. That smile became a concerned frown when he heard Gail’s screams.
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Alexander was in a quandary. His brain was telling him one thing, while his instincts were telling him something else.

The closer he got to finding Gallo and Dante. The more unease he felt, and he couldn’t erase the image of seeing Bobby walking onto the other farm.

Where was he going? And why was he going there?

Was Cantaneo running out on his probation period? If so, why didn’t he leave the tracking device behind, instead of letting Alexander follow him to the farm? Bobby knew Alexander wanted to bust Gallo for murder, and that Gallo and Dante were going after Amato for the mob. But what if Bobby had his own reason for wanting Amato dead?

The cops in Brooklyn always suspected it was Al Torrio who murdered Bobby’s brother Christopher. What if that was wrong, and it was Amato who’d committed the murder? Vito Amato and Christopher Cantaneo were good friends. But what did that matter? Chris Cantaneo wouldn’t be the first mobster betrayed by a so-called friend.

And if it was Amato who killed Bobby’s brother, Bobby would want to kill the man himself.

Alexander spoke aloud. “The son of a bitch has been playing all of us.”

It was true. Bobby used Gallo and Dante to get him to Amato, and Alexander and Hayes made it legit for him to leave New York City for a day.

Alexander turned and ran back toward the road. He had to find Bobby before he killed Vito Amato. Alexander didn’t give a damn about Amato’s life. He only wanted to keep the bastard alive long enough for Gallo and Dante to kill him.
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Sheldon followed the screams to the rear of the house and looked through the kitchen window. His mouth gaped open in shock when he saw Vito Amato struggling with a woman who was topless. Gail’s blouse had been yanked off. She kept screaming and had lost her fear of the knife when Amato removed it from her throat to slice her bra straps.

Gail kicked at him, missed, then went down when Amato struck her on the jaw with a left hook. Amato was on his knees between her legs and unfastening her jeans when Sheldon kicked in the back door.

Amato reached for the knife he had laid on the seat of a chair. Sheldon kicked him before he could get his fingers around the blade’s handle. Amato tumbled sideways and ended up on the floor by the stove. He shot to his feet as Sheldon charged toward him.

There was a cast-iron pan on the stove. Amato grabbed it and swung it at Sheldon, hitting him above his left eye. Sheldon released a shout of pain and shoved Amato away.

Amato realized he was at a disadvantage against the much larger, stronger, and younger man and ran for the door. As Sheldon turned to pursue him, Gail told him to stop.

“Let him go.”

“Why?”

Gail stood on trembling legs and stumbled over to a rack where there were aprons and light jackets. She put on a jacket and zipped it up to hide her naked breasts. She left the kitchen and went into the living room. Sheldon followed and stood in the doorway, watching her. Gail opened a closet and removed a shotgun from it. After taking a metal box off a top shelf, she entered the right combination into a lock and it opened. There were shotgun shells inside.

“Vito said he hurt my husband and left him in the stable. I’ll need your help If he’s hurt badly. I’ll need to get my husband in our truck and drive him to the hospital.”

“I’ll help,” Sheldon said. “And Amato won’t get away. I didn’t come here alone.”

“Who are you?”

Sheldon wasn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer, but even he knew it wasn’t a good idea to give people your real name when you were involved in tracking down a guy to murder.

“I’m Bill.”

“Thank you for helping me, Bill. Now help me save my husband.” Gail moved past him and back into the kitchen, where she grabbed a set of keys off a hook by the door, and outside they went.
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Tony was lying where Amato had left him. He was alive but unconscious, with a bruise forming on his left temple.

Gail fell to her knees beside him. “Oh, baby. Tony, please wake up.”

Gail kept trying to wake him and couldn’t. She had Sheldon carry him to a pickup truck, where she secured Tony with a seatbelt.

“How far away is the hospital?” Sheldon asked. He was standing near the passenger door. Looking down at Tony, as Gail ran around to climb behind the wheel of the truck.

“I can have him there in minutes if I speed. And I sure as hell will be speeding.”

Gail started the truck and took off along the home’s long driveway.

Sheldon stood there, watching her. He was wondering what to do next when he heard gunshots off in the distance.


Chapter 22



Amato looked over his shoulder again while breathing through his mouth and was relieved Sheldon wasn’t following him. And where the hell had he come from? Tony had workers on the farm, but he always made certain no one else was around when the drug trucks were arriving or leaving, as they were today.

Amato stopped running and looked at his watch. The trucks would be pulling out in eighteen minutes. He had plenty of time to reach them. He was catching his breath while holding a hand to his right side, where Sheldon had kicked him. Amato didn’t think he had broken ribs, but there was a chance Sheldon’s kick had cracked a couple.

Just what I need when I’m going to spend the next two days bouncing around inside the cab of a truck.

He continued and found the narrow trail that led to the warehouse. It was an old deer path Tony had widened. Amato saw movement along the path as someone stepped out of the trees ahead. The guy looked familiar. It took Amato a moment to realize he was looking at Bobby Cantaneo.

“Damn, Bobby. Prison life was hard on you. You look older than I do.”

“You killed Chris, Vito. Today, you die for that.”

Bobby brought up a gun. It was a Saturday night special he’d bought on the streets for a hundred bucks, a Jennings J-22. It was small and held six rounds of .22 ammo. Bobby would have preferred a shotgun or a rifle, but he had to settle for something small he could conceal in his room until he needed it. Now was the time he needed it.

Amato turned and ran again. He wasn’t at his best. Not with his hand pressed to his sore ribs and while still breathing hard from his earlier exertion to escape Sheldon.

Bobby ran as fast as he could, bad leg be damned, as he went in pursuit through the trees. With the cheap gun he had, he’d need to get close to Amato to make his shots count.
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Gallo and Dante were on the other farm and talking to one of the owners. She was a woman in her sixties with long gray hair named Clara. She’d never been married, but she had a partner. Her name was Felicia. Felicia joined them near the front of a row of apple trees. She was a few years younger than Clara and kept her hair in a ponytail. They were obviously a couple and not likely to harbor a thug like Vito Amato.

Gallo and Dante had come upon the women as they were checking on their apple and peach trees. There was also a vast field of corn beyond the trees.

Clara was telling them that Tony and Gail Vickers’ farm was on the other side of the road when a shot rang out in the distance.

Gallo and Dante spun around to look in that direction, but the women barely took notice of it.

“You boys are from the city, yeah?” Felicia asked.

“Yes ma’am,” Dante said.

“People down in this part of the state shoot all the time. Clara and I have our own range back behind the house. You’ll hear gunshots around here a lot.”

It was true. And four more shots followed. Gallo and Dante said goodbye to the women and thanked them for their help. A sixth and final shot echoed across the field as they were headed back toward their vehicle.

“Do you think Bobby sent us to the wrong farm on purpose?” Dante said.

Gallo quickened his pace. “Let’s go ask him.”
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Alexander was standing on Tony and Gail’s porch when he heard the first shot. He ran toward the sound and was past the house when he saw a figure darting through trees on the other side of a small clearing. The guy looked hunched over and had a hand pressed to his side. Then he spotted Bobby, whom he recognized by his limp. Limp or not, Bobby was moving well as he chased the other man. Alexander assumed Bobby had fired a shot at Vito Amato, but he was too far away to make out the gun in Bobby’s hand. He took out his own gun while shouting at Bobby to stop. It was useless. He was too far away to be heard, but he was certain he could catch up to them by running diagonally. Alexander went down seconds later when the toe of his right shoe dropped into a hole created by a groundhog. A country field wasn’t the solid asphalt and concrete surfaces Alexander was used to navigating.

He lay on his side, cursing the hole and the critter who’d created it, when he saw his empty hand. He had dropped his gun. Alexander stood and spotted the weapon lying a few feet away. As he was bending over to grab it, four more shots went off. And when he looked for Bobby and Amato, he didn’t see them.

Alexander picked up his gun and cursed again when he felt a tightness in his right knee, which had been caused by catching his foot in the hole. It was uncomfortable but not painful, and it only slowed his pace a little as he took off running again.

When a sixth and final shot came, he was sure it was to his right, although it seemed to echo all around him. He kept running, his frustration building, as he felt certain Bobby had killed Amato before Gallo and Dante could.

“Damn you, Cantaneo!”


Chapter 23



Bad leg and all, Bobby outpaced Amato and shortened the gap between them by the time they left the cover of the trees. His first shot had missed the former Brooklyn underboss by two feet. Bobby was determined to do better.

As Amato reached the street separating Tony’s farm from that of Clara and Felicia’s property. Bobby stopped, took a shooter’s stance, and let loose with four shots. Blood spurted from a wound on Amato’s upper torso, near a shoulder blade. It let Bobby know at least one of his shots had struck home.

And it had done the job. Amato hit the ground on the other side of the street and lay on his back. A car drove past as Bobby was moving in for the kill, the old man driving it saw the look on Bobby’s face and the gun in his hand and sped up to get away. Bobby had been looking past the car, eyes locked on Amato.

When he reached him, he was pleased to see Amato wore an expression of agony. His brother’s killer, a man he once thought of as a friend, couldn’t suffer enough.

Not one bullet, but three had struck Amato. Two in his back and the third had passed between his legs, damaging his scrotum. A large stain was blooming at Amato’s crotch.

Bobby raised the gun and took aim. “Goodbye, Vito. This is for Chris.”

Amato raised a hand to block the shot. “Don’t!”

Bobby fired, and a red hole appeared in Vito Amato’s forehead, ending his life.

After staring at the body for a moment, Bobby wiped the gun clean with a shirttail, then he tossed the spent weapon onto Amato’s still chest.
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From a short distance away, Alexander watched Bobby toss the gun onto Amato’s corpse. He opened his mouth to tell him to stay where he was and to raise his hands, but no words came out. Instead, he watched Bobby jog away.

Seconds later, he was crouching over the body and looking at the fatal head wound.

So perfect. It would have been so perfect had it been Gallo who’d pulled the trigger. Alexander thought, and at the back of his mind came a whispered voice. Who’s to say he didn’t?

After looking around and seeing no one, Alexander plucked the weapon off the body. It went into the pocket of his suit jacket.
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Gallo and Dante had followed the sound of the shots. That was how they found the man they’d been hunting.

“Looks like someone beat us to him,” Dante said. “And I’ll bet you a hundred bucks it was Bobby.”

After seeing the bullet hole in Amato’s head, Gallo kept walking.

“Let’s get into those trees and make it back to the van before someone sees us.”

“Do you think Bobby will be there?”

“I don’t think we’ll ever see him again. When I visited him in prison, Bobby said he had plans to go to Mexico to live someday. Today is that day.”

“I hope he makes it.”

“So do I.”
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Pedro Martinez finished checking the tires, lights, and fluids on his truck and was eager to get going. He never minded taking the ride back to Texas because his trailer was empty on the return trip and not stuffed with drugs concealed in cartons. It made for a stress-free journey.

When he saw the man limping up to his truck, he wondered who he was and what he wanted. Whoever he was, Pedro was certain he wasn’t a cop.

“Hello. Can I help you?”

Bobby looked at him and uttered a phrase. It was the same phrase Amato had memorized and had planned to say. Bobby knew it by heart, because it was his brother who’d thought it up when Chris had been running Brooklyn. And it was Chris who’d come up with the idea of using Tony’s farm as a drug depot.

Pedro stared at him, then spoke with a Spanish accent. “Say that again, amigo.”

Bobby smiled. “I said, ‘Liliana Romano is the hottest girl I ever knew.’”

Pedro laughed. “After so many years, I didn’t think I’d ever hear those words. Are you ready to go?”

“I’m ready.”

“You travel light, amigo. Our destination is Brownsville, Texas, which I’ll reach in about two days. But you can get off anywhere along the way if you want.”

“Texas is good.”

Pedro climbed behind the wheel and started the truck. It was one of three trucks. Bobby had approached Pedro because he was around fifty and older than the other two drivers. As Pedro was shifting into first gear, he asked Bobby a question.

“Who is Liliana Romano?”

“She was my brother’s first girlfriend. She broke his heart when he was eighteen and ran off with another guy.”

Pedro nodded. “You never forget your first.”

The truck rolled away from the large barn and down the graveled path leading to the street. Bobby’s heart sank when he heard the siren and saw the police car rushing toward them. The police car kept going and rounded the curve in the road, and Bobby remembered the old man who had seen him holding the gun.

They wouldn’t find him, but they might come across Amato’s body. Bobby hoped Gallo, Dante, and Sheldon left the area before the cops began crawling all over it.

He knew they had made it when the truck was at a traffic light waiting to turn left to head south on the parkway. There was a white van in the distance, and Bobby might have thought nothing of it, given how many white vans there were, but he had also spotted Sheldon’s classic red Mustang following behind the van.

Pedro made his turn and began climbing up the entrance ramp. Bobby saw the van and the Mustang make their turn to head onto the ramp that would take them north.

He sat back in his seat and closed his eyes while smiling, knowing he had outwitted Alexander, his probation officer Hayes, and the twin FBI agents. And best of all, he’d sent Vito Amato straight to hell where he belonged.


Chapter 24



Kate entered the White Plains Police Department that was at the rear of city hall and asked to speak to whomever was in charge of the investigation into Cici Kessler’s murder. She’d stopped and called earlier to let them know she had information that might help.

The uniformed woman behind the desk told her to take a seat and said someone would be with her shortly.

Shortly turned out to be twenty-three minutes, when a petite woman wearing a peach-colored pantsuit came down a hallway and walked up to her. Kate heard her coming with every step she took. The heels she wore made a sound like a hammer striking stone as she walked over the tiled floor.

She introduced herself as Detective Holly Bartz. Bartz, who was about Kate’s age, wore her auburn hair long and had on minimal makeup. And although she was beautiful, Bartz had an expression Kate had often heard her friend Emily call “Bitch face.” Detective Bartz looked like she was pissed at the world and didn’t care if the world knew it.

“You’re the PI from New York City the suspect’s wife hired to follow her husband around?”

“That’s me. I’m Kate Warren.”

“We’ll talk in an interview room,” Bartz said, and headed down the hallway again. Her heels letting everyone know she was on the move.

Kate followed, assuming that was what the detective wanted, and Bartz made a left at the end of the hallway to enter a short corridor. Kate could see two white rooms through windows. One on the right, and the other on the left.

Bartz entered the one on the right and told Kate to take a seat, indicating a metal chair in the far corner, where there was a metal table. When Kate looked over at the wall near the door they’d walked through, she saw that the window was a mirror on this side of the wall.

Bartz sat across from her. She made an impatient gesture with her hand that said. “Start talking.”

Kate remained silent. If Bartz wanted to know something, she could ask a question. Kate had already decided she didn’t like the woman.

Bartz’s bitch face went up a notch. “Hey, Warren. Tell me what you know about the suspect’s whereabouts and stop wasting my time.”

“The information I have is more complicated than that. I need to put it in context.”

Bartz rolled her green eyes. “What’s complicated about sneaking around and taking pictures of people while they’re walking in and out of motel rooms? Get over yourself, lady.”

“My job involves more than taking pictures and following people around. I also investigate.”

The detective barked a laugh at her. “I’m an investigator. You’re a peeping Tom with a camera who gets paid to ruin people’s lives… people who made mistakes.”

Kate narrowed her eyes as she studied Bartz. She pointed at the ring finger of Bartz’s left hand, where the line of pale skin at its base told a story. If Kate had to guess, she’d say Bartz had been caught making a “mistake” with someone who wasn’t her husband by a PI who had taken photos as proof.

“Was there a wedding band on that finger until recently, Detective?”

Bartz lowered her hand beneath the table. She spoke through gritted teeth. “That’s none of your damn business!” With her face reddening, Bartz took in a deep breath. “Now. Right now. You tell me everything you know about Bruce Auslander or I will charge you with impeding a murder investigation and lock you in a cell.”

“I never saw Bruce Auslander.”

“What?”

“His wife hired me to follow him, but I never saw him. Are we done now?”

Bartz leaned forward. “You’re lying. Maybe if I lock you in a cell for a few hours, your memory will improve.”

The door opened and a man of about fifty entered. There was a gold badge attached to his belt. The detective was fit, dressed in a starched white shirt and dark slacks, and there were streaks of gray in his brown hair. He introduced himself to Kate as Detective Dick Swanson. He was Bartz’s partner on the murder investigation.

“Let me have a few minutes with Miss Warren, Holly. And while we’re talking, could you head back to the scene and interview the neighbors?”

“The uniforms interviewed them already.”

“I know, but it’s always best to talk to possible witnesses more than once. Sometimes they recall things later on.”

“I’ll go,” Bartz said, as she glared at Kate. “This PI from Manhattan is being uncooperative. If you want my opinion, we should lock her up.”

“I’ll keep it in mind,” Swanson said. Bartz gave Kate one last sour look and left the room. Even with the door closed, you could hear the hammering of her heels as she walked down the corridor.

“She’ll never sneak up on anyone,” Kate said, and saw Swanson smile.

“I overheard part of your conversation with Detective Bartz. Is it true you never saw Bruce Auslander?”

“Yes, but as I told your partner, it’s complicated.”

“Meaning?”

“I’m not a cop, but I am an investigator. And I have information you need to know that may change your mind about the facts of this case.”

Swanson smiled again. “You’re not the first PI named Warren to say something like that to me. Your father made a similar statement about twenty years ago. Back then, I was a cop in Harlem.”

“You knew my father?”

“I met with Frank while investigating a triple homicide. He gave us a suspect who wasn’t on our radar. The man was later found with the murder weapon.”

“My father had a knack for solving murders.”

“I also know your brother. Alexander and I worked out of the same precinct when he was a rookie detective. How is he doing?”

“He’s good. And he has the highest solve rate on homicides.”

“Looks like it runs in the family. So, tell me what you have.”

“I’ve something that might help you understand. I wrote it down this morning, then typed it out.” Kate pulled a folded sheet of paper from her purse and passed it over to Swanson. “Let me say that I understand what I have there is not hard evidence, but I believe it points to the true motive for the murder that took place here. Please read that, and then I’ll answer any questions you have.”

Swanson took the paper and began reading. He looked up after about a minute.

“Lipstick?”

“Yes.”

“Interesting,” Swanson said, and finished reading. When he was done, he asked Kate questions about the trailer she visited and her interview of Kevin, who works at Burger-O-Rama.

He stood. “Follow me to my desk. I’m going to call the police in Larchmont and the cops in Los Angeles. I think you have something here.”

“Thank you. I hope it helps catch a murderer.”

“I took a job up here to get away from all the violence in Manhattan. This is the first murder we’ve had here in a while, and it’s got people on edge. It would be nice to solve it fast.”

Before settling at his desk to make calls, Swanson stopped in the break room for a cup of coffee. Kate got one too and brought it over to the detective’s desk. She listened to his side of the telephone conversations and answered his questions whenever he had one for her.

As was her norm lately, she was tired from lack of sleep. But the coffee helped, as did the level of excitement building in her. If what she believed was correct, she had not only solved the murder of Cici Kessler, but also another homicide, that of Bruce Auslander.


Chapter 25



Gallo, Dante, and Sheldon stopped at a diner in Toms River for lunch before they continued their trip back to the city. Before entering, Dante called Mario Cavallaro’s restaurant and left a message for the Mafia don.

“Tell him that the man who made friends with the Russians is no longer a problem. He’ll know what I mean.” He smiled at Sheldon. “Also, tell him we had help, and he owes them a reward.”

Certain he would be ten thousand dollars richer in the near future, Sheldon bought lunch. It was his lucky day, and in more ways than one. Their pretty waitress had taken a liking to him.

Over the meal, Gallo and Dante told Sheldon about finding Amato’s body, and that it was Bobby who killed him.

Sheldon had his own tale, and he told them about coming upon Amato attempting to rape Gail. Hearing that Sheldon had prevented the assault, Gallo was glad he’d let Sheldon tag along.

“I would have gotten to Amato before Bobby did if the woman hadn’t needed me to help her get her husband into a pickup truck. His name was Tony. Do you think he was the same Tony that Amato had been staying with?”

“Yeah,” Dante said. “And to repay them for their hospitality, Amato bashed in the guy’s head and tried to rape his wife. Bobby did everyone a favor by placing a round in the scumbag’s head.”

After eating, the boys exited the diner to get back in Dante’s van. They’d left Sheldon behind. He was talking to the waitress while she was on her break. Sheldon said he would see them back in the city.

Gallo spotted the man first. The guy had gotten out of his car as they left the diner, and then stood there, watching them. He was dressed in jeans and a polo shirt, but Gallo knew he was looking at a cop.

“Dante.”

“Yeah, I just spotted him. Why is he staring at us?”

They were halfway to the van when three police cars glided around the building with their lights flashing and sirens silent.

No strangers to cops, Gallo and Dante raised their hands over their heads, showing they were empty. The cops swarmed them, separating them, and removing their weapons and emptying their pockets.

One of the cops said something about their guns being the wrong caliber. Two other cops were at the van. One of them opened it using a key they had taken from Dante’s pocket.

Gallo was bent over the roof of a police cruiser with his wrists behind his back as two cops attempted to place handcuffs on him. They were failing because his wrists were too large. They had the same problem with Dante until the plainclothes cop they first spotted came up with the idea to use leg restraints instead.

The diner door burst open and Sheldon came out. When Gallo locked eyes with Sheldon, he shook his head, telling the kid to stay away.

Sheldon got the message and walked over to his car. He’d been fortunate enough to park it off in a corner of the parking lot in the middle of a row of empty parking spaces. He’d done so to avoid getting dinged by another car door, but it allowed him to slip away before someone in the diner told the cops he had eaten with the men they were arresting.

As Sheldon was driving off, a cop at the van made a cry of triumph. When he emerged, he was holding the weapon that killed Vito Amato. It was a .22, the same caliber that made the fatal wound in Amato’s forehead.

Gallo craned his neck to see Dante and saw that his friend was just as puzzled as he was.

How the hell did that gun get inside the van?
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Alexander watched as Toms River police officers stuffed Gallo and Dante into the rear of two different patrol cars.

He planted the gun in the van. And he had come damn close to being caught while he did it, because he had forgotten about Sheldon. After rounding a curve on the road, he saw the Mustang and stopped short, unsure of what to do. When he realized no one was sitting in the classic Ford, Alexander rushed to the van.

Bobby Cantaneo hadn’t locked the van when he’d told Sheldon he was walking away to pee. Alexander took a quick glance around and saw only trees and tall bushes. He opened a rear door and climbed inside. After using a knife to cut a slit into the tweed fabric at the rear of the van’s bench seat, Alexander had stuffed the Jennings J-22 pistol down into the makeshift pouch he’d created. By doing so, it made it seem as if Gallo and Dante had been trying to hide the gun.

Satisfied the boys wouldn’t easily come across the weapon, Alexander left the van. He closed the door and rushed across a swath of recently mowed grass to head into the trees on Tony’s farm. He knew Gallo and Dante were coming from the direction of the neighboring farm and were moments away from returning to the van. But so was Sheldon.

Sheldon was walking along with his head down and rubbing at the spot over his left eye where Amato had struck him with the frying pan.

Alexander dropped flat behind a row of juniper bushes, hoping to remain unseen. It worked. Sheldon kept going, then he called out to Gallo and Dante as they came into view. The two giants told Sheldon that Bobby had killed Amato and they had to leave the area.

They did so, and Alexander made it to his feet again and ran toward his rental. He had to follow Gallo and Dante, and he had to do it without the tracking device, since Bobby was no longer inside the van. He also had a call to make.

Forty-five minutes later, he was at a gas station near the diner in Toms River that Gallo and Dante had entered with Sheldon. He was going to use a pay phone to call the police and give an anonymous tip that a weapon involved in a recent homicide could be found in a van driven by the killers.

Before doing that, Alexander battled within himself. He was a good cop and always had been. If he made that call, he was crossing a line. And yes, he had looked the other way when his fellow cops roughed up a suspect. Hell, he had done so himself. And he wasn’t above charging a punk with assault on a police officer when they had never raised a hand against him. That was standard practice. It was a way to jam up a criminal so if their main charges were dropped, they would still face consequences. And lying while on the stand and under oath? That too was routine. But it was only done in cases where a perp was dangerous and had to be taken off the streets. The public wouldn’t understand, but other cops did.

They were the thin blue line that kept the streets of America from erupting into chaos. And sometimes that line wasn’t as straight as it should be, was in fact, as crooked as a corkscrew, but it was always for a good reason. Or so went the justification.

Today, Alexander would be framing two men for murder. A murder he knew they hadn’t committed. He was also positive Gallo and Dante had killed many times before. They were murderers. Alexander had no doubt about that. He also feared that if something didn’t change, his sister might become involved with Gallo beyond working with the man or having a friendship.

That can’t happen. Alexander told himself, and then he’d placed the call.

[image: ]


The police cars carrying Gallo and Dante left the diner’s parking lot and drove toward the police station. With the murder weapon found in their possession, Gallo and Dante had a good chance of spending decades behind bars. Kate might feel affection for Gallo, but she wouldn’t wait for him or even seek to maintain contact.

“For you, little sister,” Alexander muttered, as he climbed back into his car. And, as usual, he felt justified in his actions.

After all. He was a good man.


Chapter 26



Kate was in White Plains for three hours as Detective Swanson and other police officers in New York and in California gathered facts and conducted interviews. When the picture formed of what had happened, it was in line with the suppositions Kate had outlined for Swanson.

In disregard of Detective Bartz’s objection, Detective Swanson invited Kate to follow them to the police department in Larchmont, where they were to meet with police detectives there.

Kate drove herself and smiled as she passed Burger-O-Rama, where a desire for an early morning cup of coffee led to doom for a double murderer.

She reached the building the Larchmont Police Department was in. The stone structure was also home to the courtrooms and fire department.

Detective Bartz held the door open for her partner before letting it close when Kate was only a few feet away. Bartz wasn’t only a cheater, she was also petty. Kate let it slide, opened the door, and caught up to Swanson, who was being greeted by two Larchmont detectives. Both were men in their forties who weren’t as fit as Swanson, a man ten years their senior.

The two smiled at Kate as Swanson introduced them to her. Then they surprised the detective by telling him he would lead the meeting taking place.

“We’re on your turf, gentlemen; one of you should have the honor.”

They disagreed, citing Swanson’s work in bringing it all together.

Swanson tossed his chin in Kate’s direction. “None of this would be happening if Miss Warren wasn’t such a skilled investigator, but I will lead the meeting. And thank you.”

Bartz rolled her eyes upon hearing her partner praise Kate, then she leaned in toward Kate and whispered.

“He’s only sucking up to you because he wants to get in your pants.”

Kate took a step back and spoke in a normal voice. “Is that what you think, Detective Bartz? That your partner praised my work because he wants to get in my pants?”

Swanson and the other men had turned to walk toward a conference room. They spun back around and stared at the two women.

Bartz turned beet red and stuttered. “I-I didn’t say-say that.”

“Your whisper carries farther than you realize, Holly,” Swanson said. “I heard you say something about me sucking up to Miss Warren. And for the record, this isn’t about whether or not I find her attractive. And my daughter is about her age. Go wait in the car and we’ll discuss this further on the way back to our office.”

“But Dick, I-I…”

“Please go sit in the car and stop embarrassing yourself.”

Bartz left. Before she did, she sent Kate a lethal look of hatred.

“I apologize for my partner, gentlemen, and you too, Kate. I think recent personal problems are affecting her judgement.”

They entered a conference room a few minutes later. Lindsey Auslander was there, looking as if she’d been crying. There was a box of tissues in front of her on the table and a female officer flanked her on either side. Lindsey Auslander’s chin was purple with a bruise and a mouse had formed over her left eye. When she saw Kate enter, she smiled.

“Hello, Kate. I’m glad to see you, even as horrible as the circumstances are.”

Kate pointed at her own face. “How did you get hurt?”

“It was Bruce. He struck me twice. And he was in such a rage. I made the error of telling him I knew he’d been drugging me.” After speaking, Lindsey scratched her arm, which still itched.

“That’s horrible. And when did that happen?”

“An hour after sunrise this morning. And then he drove his car to see that woman and he… they say he shot her four times.”

“Yes. I heard the same thing.”

Detective Swanson began the meeting when everyone was settled in their seats. He got right to the point.

“You’ll be glad to know, Mrs. Auslander, that we no longer believe your husband murdered Cici Kessler.”

“You… you don’t?”

“No ma’am. We have a new suspect.”

“Who?”

Swanson’s gray eyes bored into her. “You killed her.”

Lindsey Auslander looked at the faces around her and realized the jig was up.

“I want a lawyer.”


Chapter 27



Gallo and Dante had a lawyer. Dante had used his one phone call to get in touch with his sister, Lisa Vannucci.

Lisa, who was three years older than her brother, advised against using their usual lawyer from New York City. She had hired a local criminal attorney to represent her brother and Gallo.

Before meeting with the lawyer, the boys had sat in their separate jail cells and wondered who had put them there.

Bobby Cantaneo was the obvious answer, but neither Gallo nor Dante believed Bobby would have done it. They weren’t the best of friends, or even friends at all, but there had been zero animosity between them.

Sheldon was the next logical suspect, but they’d seen him come walking from the direction of Tony Vickers’ farm as they were approaching the van. And again, the kid would have no reason to hang a homicide rap on them. Plus, how did he get the gun?

There was also Arty, the punk who had been following them. However, Arty had been left behind in Atlantic City. He would have had to find them first. And like Sheldon, how would he have gotten the gun?

Gallo thought about who might want to see them both go up for murder and knew there were many who would love it. But as the cops say. None of them would have had the means or opportunity.

Having the word cop in his mind made him think of Detective Alexander Warren. The man hated him and had no love for Dante either.

When it had been time for Gallo to make his one phone call, he called Kate at her office. Her answering machine picked up, and he left a message.

“Hi Kate, it’s Gallo. I hope everything is going fine with your case. Listen, Dante and I are in South Jersey and we have a bet going. I thought I spotted your brother down here, but Dante said the guy only looked like him. Leave a message on my machine and settle the bet for us. I’m sure it was your brother I saw. Thanks.”

After meeting with the lawyer, two cops escorted each of them back to their jail cells. One of them kept being friendly and asking questions. It was a tactic to get Gallo to talk. He wouldn’t fall for it and neither would Dante. Only a fool spoke to cops unless necessary.

Gallo laid on the too small cot in his cell and thought about Alexander. The longer he did, the more convinced he became of Alexander being the one who framed them.

[image: ]


In Larchmont, Detective Dick Swanson smiled across the conference table at Lindsey Auslander. After letting her contact a lawyer, they brought her back inside the conference room to wait for his arrival. As before, two female uniformed police officers flanked her.

During Lindsey’s absence from the room, Swanson received news from the Larchmont police officers who were searching the Auslander home under the warrant issued by a judge. Their discovery cemented the already solid case they had against Kate’s client.

“I won’t answer any questions, Detective. My lawyer said I don’t have to say a word to you, and that he’ll do all the talking when he gets here.”

“He’s right. That doesn’t mean I can’t talk.” Swanson rose from his seat and began pacing around the room. “Here’s what we know. Your husband went missing two days ago, and no one has seen him alive since.”

Lindsey spoke up. She couldn’t help herself. “That’s not true. I’ve seen him. He did this to my face this morning. And people saw him in White Plains earlier when he killed that woman.”

“Mrs. Kessler’s neighbors saw the car her murderer drove off in; their description of the driver is vague, someone wearing a hood and sunglasses.”

Lindsey pointed at Kate. “She saw my husband early Tuesday morning. She followed him. Tell him, Kate.”

Kate looked at Swanson for guidance. She wouldn’t involve herself unless given permission. Swanson gave her that permission with a nod.

“No. You’re wrong, Mrs. Auslander. I never saw your husband or followed him. It was you I saw driving his van.”

“Me! I was home in bed because Bruce had been drugging me. I showed you the pills, remember?”

“I remember. And if you’ll remember, I scribbled down a set of numbers that were on the bottle you handed me. Those were batch numbers. The pharmaceutical company that manufactures the sleeping pills keeps a record of each shipment. Those pills were sold at the drugstore near my office. The clerk there remembered you. He mentioned how blue your eyes were. He also said he sold you those pills right before you visited me in my office.”

“You… you were checking up on me? You bitch! I hired you to follow my husband around, not me.”

“You hired me to find out if your husband was having an affair. I can tell you he wasn’t. And he was already dead when you came to see me.”

Lindsey shook her head wildly. “No! You know he was alive. You told me you followed him to that trailer.”

“It was you at the trailer. And I understand now how you knew it was there. The police checked your background. You grew up in that trailer park that’s in view of that old Vagabond camper. You must have looked over at that thing rotting amid weeds a thousand times during your childhood. Oh, and that itch you have. It’s poison ivy. I saw vines of it growing near the camper. You must have come in contact with them when you first went there and tried to make it appear someone was using it.”

“I was never there! It was Bruce. You yourself are proof that Bruce was still alive that night you followed him to the trailer.”

“That’s why you hired me, so I would follow you when you took that drive to that old trailer in your husband’s van. And it worked. I believed I had been following Bruce Auslander. That changed last night when I paid a late night visit to your house.”

“You were at my house?”

“I was. It was early this morning. I spotted something odd that led me down a new path and to the truth.”

“Odd? There’s nothing odd about my house.”

“It was what I saw inside your husband’s van. It was a Styrofoam cup from a fast-food restaurant named Burger-O-Rama. You stopped there the night before for a cup of coffee. On your first visit to my office, you mentioned that you couldn’t get enough of the stuff and practically lived on it. You should have skipped that stop, Mrs. Auslander. If you had, you actually might have gotten away with two murders.”

“I haven’t murdered anyone! And what the hell does coffee have to do with anything?”

“Lipstick.”

“What about it?”

“The cup inside your husband’s van had lipstick on its rim. I also noticed lipstick on the cigar you pretended to smoke that night. The second cigar you pretended to smoke on the ride back. You left the first Cuban cigar inside the camper with a cigarette beside it. Before doing so, you put on lipstick, so there would be some on the cigarette. But you never wiped your mouth afterwards. That’s why you left lipstick on that second cigar and on the coffee cup. For your husband to have on lipstick would be unusual. But it wouldn’t be odd if it had been you driving.”

“It wasn’t me. Bruce must have let his lover have a sip from that cup.”

“He couldn’t have. The coffee was bought after you left the trailer. And there’s proof it was you. Burger-O-Rama keeps a CCTV camera pointed at their drive-thru window. Because of the hood you wore, your face is only glimpsed once, but it was you. You arrived home twenty minutes later, believing your plan to prove your husband was still alive worked. You tried to use me and it backfired on you. You were the one having the affair. You were sleeping with the murdered woman’s husband, Mark Kessler.”

“I don’t even know him.”

Swanson spoke again. “We know that’s a lie. Mark Kessler has given a statement to the police in Los Angeles and has admitted you and he were having an affair for over a year.”

Lindsey threw her hands up. “So what? Infidelity is not murder. Bruce is the murderer, and now he’s on the run.” Lindsey gestured at one of the Larchmont detectives. “He told me Bruce’s car was found at LaGuardia Airport. Maybe he’s left the country.”

“No ma’am. He’s on his way to the morgue. The Larchmont police have been searching your house while you’ve been here. They found your husband’s body in that freezer inside your garage. The packages of meat you tossed in on top of him to cover the body were purchased yesterday, by you. So you see, I have no more questions for you, because we already know the answers. And as for your lover, Mr. Kessler has given a sworn statement that you were the one who killed his wife, and that he was aware you planned to do it, so the two of you could be together. I suspect you’ll be together in court, as soon as a judge sets a trial date.”

The door of the conference room opened, and a cop let in a balding man carrying a briefcase. He was Lindsey Auslander’s lawyer. After looking around the room, he spoke to his client.

“You haven’t answered any questions, have you?”

Lindsey Auslander let out a sob and buried her face in her hands.
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Kate stood in the lobby of the police department talking to Swanson and the Larchmont cops after Lindsey Auslander had been led away in handcuffs.

“A jury will find her guilty for sure,” Swanson said. “And I’m certain you’ll be called to testify for the prosecution, Kate.”

“I’ll be glad to do it. Lindsey Auslander was trying to use me to help her get away with two murders. I only wish I had caught on sooner. Maybe the second murder could have been prevented.”

“Don’t blame yourself. It was a devious plan that might have worked.”

Kate smiled. “You know, I spent two nights sitting in her neighbor’s driveway waiting to follow a vehicle and wasn’t paid for it. I guess I’ll never see that money now.”

Swanson laughed. “Yeah, I wouldn’t count on that check showing up in the mail.”

Kate said goodbye to everyone and drove back toward the city. On her way there, she stopped at a drive-thru window for a cup of coffee.


Chapter 28



Lisa Vannucci stormed into the Toms River Police Department and caught the attention of every eye. She had on form-fitting jeans, a white sleeveless top, and a pair of red and white Air Jordans.

Although she was a foot shorter than her brother, Dante, Lisa was still inches taller than most men. The thirty-five-year-old was also beautiful, with long curly hair falling to her slim waist and eyes that perpetually conveyed a sense of mischief.

Right now, those mischievous eyes were filled with anger as she marched up to a desk built on a platform, where a uniformed officer sat.

“I’m here to bail out my brother Dante Vannucci. I’ll also be bailing out his friend Gallo.”

“I can’t help you with that, ma’am. They⁠—”

“What do you mean, you can’t help me? Let me talk to your superior.”

“What I was trying to say is, I can’t help you post bail because they’re being released.” The cop tossed his head toward a corridor on the right. “Here they come now.”

Gallo and Dante stepped out of the corridor and shook hands with the lawyer Lisa had hired over the phone to represent them. The fact they were being freed proved he’d earned his reputation as a first-rate attorney.

Lisa rushed over to them as the lawyer left and hugged her brother, and then Gallo, who was like a second brother to her.

“What happened?”

“They dropped the charges against us,” Dante said. “We told the lawyer about the women we were talking with when the shots were fired that killed Vito Amato. He had the cops check with the ladies and they said that yeah, we were with them when Vito got his. Also, a guy reported seeing someone with a gun. It was one guy and nowhere near as big as Gallo and me.”

Lisa leaned in and whispered. “Who beat you to Amato?”

“Let’s talk about that outside. First, Dante and I have to get back our weapons and his van from the impound lot.”
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The cops didn’t want to give up the guns before performing ballistics tests on them, even though they already had the murder weapon.

“Do that, and then we’ll slap a Fourth Amendment lawsuit against you and the town for unreasonable search and seizure,” Lisa told a police sergeant. “You clowns already arrested the wrong men, men who were obviously framed by whoever planted that gun in my brother’s van. You searched that van without permission too. And about the van, don’t even try to charge us impound fees. We’re not falling for that racket.”

Thanks to Lisa, Gallo and Dante were back on the road within ten minutes. The sergeant was happy to be rid of them if it meant Lisa went with them.

They took an exit for a service area after being back on the Garden State Parkway for a few minutes. They would have a snack while telling Lisa about their day. After getting hotdogs, French fries, and sodas, they took a table away from the other travelers, who were munching on their own snacks.

Lisa had no misconceptions about what sort of men her brother and Gallo were. The two were made members of the Mafia and both had killed many times. She also thought they were the best men she knew.

“So you think it was Bobby Cantaneo who murdered Amato?” Lisa said.

“It makes sense,” Dante told her. “And good for him. The bastard killed his brother.”

“But who framed you? Could it have been that kid Sheldon you mentioned?”

“Nah. Sheldon didn’t do it. He wouldn’t have had time to grab the gun, and he was busy helping that woman Amato tried to rape.”

“Okay, so who tried to frame you?”

Gallo stood and reached into his pocket for change. “Let me make a call. If someone has gotten back to me, I might have the answer.”

Once at the phone, Gallo changed his mind about checking his answering machine and tried calling Kate again. This time he phoned her at home. She answered on the eighth ring, as he was about to hang up.

“Hello?”

“Kate, it’s Gallo.”

“Oh, hi. If I sound a little out of breath… it’s because I heard my phone ringing and rushed up the last few steps to unlock my door.”

“How’s your case going?”

“That’s over. And it went a whole different way than I expected.”

“How so?”

“My client was arrested for two murders. She had been trying to use me as an alibi for one of them.”

“She picked the wrong woman to con.”

“Yes, she did. Um, how was your day?”

“It’s been interesting. Did you get my earlier message? I left it on your office answering machine.”

“No, I didn’t get it. What did you say?”

“Dante and I are in South Jersey, down by Atlantic City. I thought I saw your brother. Is that possible?”

“Yes, it might have been him. Alexander told me he was taking a day off to head to the Jersey shore.”

“Then it was him. I suspected it was.”

“How long will you be in New Jersey?”

“We’re on our way back now.”

“Okay, I guess I’ll see you soon.”

“Yeah. Maybe Dante and I will stop by your office in a day or two.”

“I look forward to it,” Kate said.

Gallo ended the call and returned to the table.

“Guess what, Dante. Detective Alexander Warren was down in this area today. Isn’t that interesting?”

Dante’s eyebrows twitched upwards. “You’re sure?”

“I spoke to Kate. She said he has the day off and told her he was heading to the Jersey shore. It could be a coincidence, but I don’t think so.”

“That son of a bitch,” Dante said.

Lisa looked at her brother, then at Gallo. “You’re saying a cop framed you?”

“You met him once,” Dante said. “He’s the one who arrested us when your old boyfriend punched you.”

“Him? That beanpole in the uniform? That was a long time ago. You two were still kids then, and he wasn’t much more than a kid himself. Why would he try to frame you for murder now?”

“It’s Kate,” Gallo and Dante said at the same time.

“Who’s this Kate?” Lisa asked.

“She’s Warren’s sister,” Dante said. “We met her last month, and she saved our asses when Vinnie Greco’s Vegas goons were after us. She’s good people, Kate is, but I guess her brother really doesn’t want us hanging around her.”

Lisa laughed. “She’s a looker, isn’t she?”

“Oh yeah,” Dante said. “And I think she has a thing for Gallo.”

“No, she doesn’t,” Gallo said. “And you’re the one who hit on her when we met her.”

“Yeah, but she shot me down, and she did it nicely. Her brother is not so nice. Damn. Do you really think he tried to frame us for a murder?”

“I’d bet on it.”

“That means he was following us around. That’s not good, Gallo. We can’t have a cop trailing us everywhere.”

“You two could solve that problem by not seeing his sister again. Why are you hanging around her anyway?”

“She’s a private investigator. Remember Fearless Frank Warren, the PI who busted that Soviet spy ring?”

“I’ve heard of him, yeah.”

“Kate is his daughter, and the cop is his son. Gallo and I help Kate out sometimes on her cases. And I like doing it. The hell with her brother.”

Lisa looked at Gallo. “Dante said the woman likes you. How do you feel about her?”

“She’s a friend.”

“Since when do you have female friends?”

“You’re my friend.”

Lisa reached over and pinched his cheek. “I’m your sister, and don’t you forget it. Blood-related or not, you’re part of the family, Gallo.”

He smiled at her. “Thanks, Sis.”

They left the service area after using the restrooms and continued their trip home. Lisa followed the van in her car. Inside the van, Gallo and Dante discussed what to do about Alexander. If he’d been anyone other than a cop and Kate’s brother, they would have planted him in the ground somewhere for attempting to frame them. And had he not been Kate’s brother, even his badge might not have protected him.


Chapter 29



The indistinguishable FBI Special Agents Wingfield and Burkett, the self-proclaimed fishers of men, sat across a desk from their supervising special agent, Scott Kruger. Kruger was forty-five, stood six-foot-two, and had worked undercover infiltrating an outlaw biker gang when he was much younger.

Like Bobby Cantaneo, Scott Kruger always had trouble telling which agent was which. But over time, he noticed that Burkett’s eyebrows were thicker than Wingfield’s. He used that as a guide when addressing them separately, which he tried never to do, just in case he was wrong about the eyebrow thing.

One thing he knew about the pair was that they were excellent at their jobs. They also had a knack for weeding out corruption. Their latest catch was a New York City homicide detective named Alexander Warren. And man, oh man, but did they ever have him dead to rights.

With the help of the tracking device the detective himself had provided to a paroled con, Wingfield and Burkett had followed Warren and four other subjects to a farm in southern New Jersey. A murder occurred, and the agents were certain Warren had witnessed it, although they had no physical evidence backing up that belief.

What evidence they had was damning enough. Through a gap in a set of tall boxwood hedges, they’d filmed the detective picking up the murder weapon, wiping it off, and carrying it away from the scene. Moments later, Warren planted the weapon inside the van that belonged to a Mafia thug named Dante Vannucci. Vannucci and his friend Gallo were subsequently arrested by the Toms River New Jersey police department, but were later released because they had an alibi for when the homicide took place.

All in all, Detective Alexander Warren was in deep shit.

“You guys are good at staying hidden. But what would you have done if Warren spotted you?”

The one with the thick eyebrows spoke. Kruger was certain he was Burkett.

“We would have placed him in custody.”

“And why did you let him go?”

The other one, Wingfield, answered. “We wanted to see how much more trouble he could get himself into. We’re waiting to receive a copy of the 9-1-1 call he made to tell the police about the weapon he planted. That’s another charge he’ll face.”

Kruger stood and walked over to the combination TV/VCR he had in his office. After ejecting the videotape containing footage of Alexander’s misdeeds, he held it up.

“This is excellent work, boys. Is this the only copy?”

They answered, “Yes, sir,” in unison. Even their voices sounded the same.

“I want you to keep it out of your official report and concentrate on the disappearance of that ex-con from the halfway house.”

Puzzlement appeared on both of the agents’ faces, faces that were so similar.

Wingfield spoke. “But… why, sir?”

“With all the evidence you have against Warren, he’ll know he’s in a tight spot when I reveal it to him. I plan to use the man like a mole inside the police department. That way, we can root out more bad apples. You know what I mean?”

They did, and their smiles told of their approval.

“That’s an excellent idea, sir,” Burkett said. “And if Warren is any sign, the corruption runs deep.”

“Without a doubt,” Kruger said.
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Kruger looked through his Rolodex for the number of a Deputy Inspector he knew on the NYPD. The last time they’d talked, Deputy Inspector Andre Washington had been the commander of the Manhattan precinct Detective Warren was assigned to. Before moving forward, Kruger wanted Washington’s opinion about Detective Alexander Warren.

His call was answered on the fourth ring. “This is Deputy Inspector Washington. Who’s calling?”

“It’s Scott Kruger, Andre. How have you been?”

“Scott, I’m great. How are you getting along?”

“Just dandy. Hey, do you have time to catch up later over a beer, or better yet, dinner? I’m buying.”

“Say when and where and I’ll be there, as long as it’s after six o’clock. I’ll be in my office until then.”

“Seven o’clock works for me, and why don’t we meet at that Irish pub on 52nd Street? They make a mean burger and I love their onion rings.”

“Good. See you there at seven.”

Kruger hung up the phone and leaned back in his chair. He hoped Warren was smart enough to make the right decision once he confronted him. He picked up the videotape. It was evidence that could get Alexander kicked off the force, and possibly ruin his life.


Chapter 30



Alexander would have been certain he’d sleep like a baby knowing Gallo and Dante were headed to prison for many years. Instead, he spent a large portion of the night tossing in bed and second-guessing himself over framing the two giants for a murder he knew they hadn’t committed. He wasn’t yet aware that the Toms River police had dropped the charges against the two mafiosi.

After showering and getting dressed for a day of work, Alexander was halfway through a bowl of cornflakes when his phone rang.

He answered and heard Luther Hayes shouting in his ear.

“He’s gone! History! And it’s my ass they’re blaming for it.”

“Whoa! Who is this, Luther? Hey, calm down. What’s going on?”

“You know what’s going on. Bobby Cantaneo is on the run and no one has seen his ass at his halfway house since yesterday morning. Please tell me you know where he is?”

“I can’t. I followed him, Gallo, and Dante to a farm in South Jersey yesterday, and I haven’t laid eyes on Cantaneo since then.”

“And you didn’t call me? Damn, Alexander. Man, you’ve really screwed me up. I’ve got a pair of FBI agents accusing me of falsifying a permission slip for Cantaneo to leave the state. And they can prove it. And yeah, I did it. But I did it for you.”

“And I appreciate it.”

“Appreciate it? What the hell is that going to do for me? This could cost me my job. You hear me? I might get fired and lose my badge. That means I’ll also lose my pension.”

“I’m sorry, Luther. I never intended to jam you up like this.”

“Fuck sorry! And fuck you! Lose my phone number, you son of a bitch.”

“Luther? Luther?”

A dial tone came over the wire. Hayes had hung up on him.
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Twelve straight hours of sleep had left Kate feeling more rested than she had in days. After preparing and eating a light breakfast of buttered toast, she went to her office. She was still sorting through the mail at her desk when the outer door opened and a man walked in. And was he ever a hunk.

Blond-haired, blue-eyed, and with the body of a gymnast. His wide shoulders and narrow waist formed a V, which his suit was tailored to accentuate. He was also tall, maybe six-foot-three. But then again, Kate’s idea of tall had changed since meeting Gallo and Dante.

Kate left her desk and greeted him in her reception area. When he smiled, she couldn’t help but grin back at him.

“Are you Kate Warren?”

“I am. Who are you?”

“Matthew McGee. I’m with the New York Star.”

“I get the Daily News delivered at home, but thanks for dropping by.”

McGee laughed. “You have a sense of humor. That’s a rare trait for a beautiful woman.”

“I’m beautiful, hmm? Mr. McGee, why are you here?”

“I’m here for you. I’m a reporter and I want to write a story about you. In particular, I want to interview you about your recent case. I understand one of your clients attempted to use you and you outsmarted her.”

“And who did you hear this from?”

“Oh, I have my sources. But seriously, if what I heard is true, it would make for a good story. It will also be free advertising for your agency.”

Kate considered McGee’s words, then led him into her office.

“Have a seat. And would you like some coffee?”

“No thank you, Miss Warren.”

“Call me Kate.”

“All right, and I’m Matthew.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Matthew.”

McGee smiled. “Same here.”
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Kate spent the next fifteen minutes discussing the circumstances of Lindsey Auslander and her attempt to use her to confuse the police into believing Bruce Auslander was still alive after Lindsey murdered him.

McGee interrupted her several times to ask for clarification on something. He asked one more question when Kate had finished her tale.

“Why didn’t Lindsey Auslander and Mark Kessler divorce their spouses and move on? Committing two murders is insane.”

“Not surprisingly, money seems to be the motive. Mark Kessler’s wife comes from a family of great wealth. If Kessler divorced her, he would have gotten nothing. Before the marriage, he signed something called a prenuptial agreement. The agreement stated that if the couple divorced, he would walk away with what he brought to the marriage and any assets he accumulated on his own during the marriage. But in the event of Cici’s death, Mark Kessler would become heir to whatever remained in her trust fund. I was told it was a substantial sum.”

“I’ve heard of Kessler. He produced a hit game show back when I was in college.”

“And how long ago was that?”

“Eleven years. I’m thirty-three.”

“Eleven years is a long time between successes. But I think murdering his wife was more Lindsey Auslander’s idea than his own. He broke down and confessed to the police in LA as soon as they pressured him.”

“Two people dead, and all for nothing. Have you ever gotten the impression that most criminals are stupid?”

“And many are emotionally unstable, which drives them to act without thinking.”

“You’re certainly a thinker, Kate. If you weren’t, your client’s scheme might have worked.” McGee checked his watch, then stood. “I have another interview to get to and it’s across town. Thank you for your time.”

“You’re welcome. When will your story come out?”

“I don’t know. That decision is up to my editor. However, I think he’ll like this story. Maybe it will appear in The Star tomorrow.”

“I’ll look for it.”

McGee smiled. “How about having a drink with me later?”

“Um, thank you, but no.”

Disappointment clouded McGee’s handsome face. “Too bad. I would like to get to know you better.” He reached into an inner pocket of his suit and brought out a business card. “Give me a call if you ever change your mind. And it’s been nice meeting you.”

“It’s been nice meeting you as well,” Kate said. And as she took the card from him, their fingers brushed against each other.

McGee left her office, and Kate stood to look out her window. McGee appeared on the street a minute later and flagged down a taxi by whistling loudly.

Kate still held McGee’s business card. She opened the drawer in her desk where she kept such things, then thought better of it and tucked the card into her wallet.

Maybe she’d like to get to know Matthew McGee better as well.


Chapter 31



McGee’s story appeared on page five of the New York Star the next day. As she read the article in her office, Kate was pleased McGee had stuck to the facts and hadn’t tried to embellish them or write in an overly dramatic fashion. And the daughter of Fearless Frank Warren gained a nickname of her own—Clever Kate.

It certainly was free publicity for her private detective agency. On the other hand, she had been instrumental in placing her own client in jail, so maybe business wouldn’t boom due to the story.

Kate thought of Matthew McGee and wondered why she had turned down his offer to have a drink. Maybe she was still getting over the breakup with her last boyfriend. James worked for a company that transferred him to Pittsburgh. Kate wanted to stay in New York City, and trying to maintain a relationship over such a long distance seemed futile.

Why have a romantic relationship with someone if you weren’t going to see them very often? And taking a six-hour drive to visit each other would be wearisome on a continual basis. So, they ended things, although they still had feelings for each other. At least, Kate knew she did, even though she hadn’t seen or spoken to James in months.

Her attention was brought back to the present by something she saw in the newspaper as she was idly turning its pages. A prominent New York City mobster named Vito Amato was gunned down on a back road in a town in southern New Jersey. Amato was the reputed underboss of the late Al Torrio, who had also been murdered recently. Torrio’s murder remained unsolved, but two suspects were arrested in connection with Vito Amato’s slaying.

There was a black-and-white photo showing the two suspects from the rear as officers of the Toms River Police Department walked them into the police station. The suspects’ names weren’t listed in the story, but given the way they towered over the cops, Kate knew she was looking at Gallo and Dante. She called Gallo, and he answered.

“Were you and Dante arrested in Toms River yesterday?”

“Arrested and released. How did you know? Did your brother tell you?”

“My brother? No. I saw a story about Vito Amato’s murder in the newspaper. The New York Star.”

“That rag. It figures.”

“What happened yesterday, Gallo?”

“Not over the phone. Can Dante and I come to your office?”

“That’s where I am.”

“We’ll be there soon,” Gallo said, and hung up.
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Gallo and Dante entered the office thirty minutes later. Dante was holding a copy of the New York Star.

“Hello, Clever Kate.”

“I guess I have a nickname now.”

“And it fits. I read about how you outwitted your client. Ha! The chick thought she was smart, but you showed her.”

“I did. But enough about me. What happened to you two in New Jersey yesterday?” Kate held up a hand. “And I’m not trying to pry into your business. Just give me a general view of things.”

Gallo looked at Dante. “I’ll leave that to you.”

“Okay. Me, Gallo, and two other men went to New Jersey looking for a guy.”

“Vito Amato?”

“Let’s just call him a guy.”

Kate smirked. “Why not? And did you find this guy?”

“By the time we saw him, he was lying on his back with a bullet hole in his head.”

“Who placed that hole there?”

“Someone who had good reason to.”

“Would this be one of the other men who were with you?”

“We think so.”

“And where is he now?”

“If I had to guess, I’d say he went south. Way south.”

“As in Mexico?”

“Could be.”

“And what about the other man who was with you?”

“He’s a young’un, and I like him. Before the guy with the bullet hole in his head got that hole, he’d been trying to rape a woman. The young’un stopped him.”

“Good for him. But why did the police arrest you for the murder?”

Gallo answered that one. “They received an anonymous tip that we killed the guy. When the cops checked Dante’s van, they found the murder weapon inside.”

“Oh, the man who’s now headed to Mexico framed you?”

“It wasn’t him,” Dante said. “We suspect someone else.”

“Who?”

“Your brother,” Gallo said.

Kate jerked in her seat upon hearing that, then she shook her head.

“I know he doesn’t like you and that the feeling is mutual, but no, Gallo. Alexander wouldn’t do something like that.”

“We don’t have proof,” Dante said. “But we both believe it. And you confirmed for us he was in South Jersey yesterday.”

Kate looked at Gallo, then Dante. “What are you going to do?”

“We won’t hurt your brother, Kate,” Gallo said. “One, he’s a cop. Two, we have no proof. And three, he’s your brother. That last fact would protect him, even if the other two weren’t true.”

“I’m telling you, I don’t care how it looks. Alexander wouldn’t frame you for a murder. My God, that would be… he just wouldn’t.”

“But someone tried to,” Dante said. “Lucky for us, we were talking to two older women who owned a farm nearby at the time the shots were fired. They were our alibi. If we hadn’t been talking to them, the frame might have stuck.”
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Kate called Alexander when the boys left her office and asked if he could drop in and see her after work. He said he could come by in the afternoon for a few minutes, because it was going to be a late day, and he had a backlog of reports to write and subjects to interview.

As Dante had done, Alexander walked in carrying a copy of the New York Star. One of his fellow cops had told him about the story McGee had written about Kate.

“You made the paper. And in a good way. Dad would have been proud, Katie.”

“You read the article? What did you think?”

“It was no surprise to me. Anyone who underestimates you does so at their own risk.”

Alexander turned a few pages on the newspaper before laying it on the desk before Kate.

“There’s another story you might be interested in.”

It was the story about Gallo and Dante’s arrest. Kate looked up from the paper.

“I saw that earlier and talked to Gallo and Dante about it.”

“You visited them in jail?”

“I didn’t have to. They’re free.”

“On bail?”

“They’re free because they didn’t murder Vito Amato and could prove it. At the time Amato was killed, Gallo and Dante had been speaking with two women who owned property nearby.”

Kate studied her brother’s face as she relayed that news. What she saw disturbed her. Alexander tried to hide his disappointment, but he couldn’t. That was followed by his face reddening from anger.

“Damn it! I thought those two had finally run out of luck, and that they would be locked up behind bars where they belong.”

“Luck had nothing to do with it. Someone framed them for murder, Alexander. Someone picked up the murder weapon from the scene, carried it to Dante’s van, and hid it inside. I’m guessing that same someone made an anonymous call to the police, so the boys would be arrested.”

“Boys?”

“Yes, I called them boys. It’s just an expression.”

Alexander rested his hands on the desk and leaned toward Kate.

“They aren’t boys, Katie. Gallo and Vannucci are grown men, Mafia scum, and murderers many times over. Why can’t you see them for what they are?”

“I do see them for what they are. I also see them for who they are. I don’t wear rose-colored glasses where they’re concerned, Alexander. I am beginning to wonder if I do that when it comes to you.”

Alexander removed his hands from the desk as he straightened up. “What does that mean?”

“Did you attempt to frame them? Please tell me it wasn’t you.”

“Katie, I… is that what you think?”

“You were in South Jersey yesterday. Where did you go?”

“You’re seriously going to interrogate me about this?”

“I’m asking a question.”

Alexander was glad he’d followed advice passed on by an older cop he’d known as a rookie. The seasoned detective told him the best lies always had a fragment of truth to them. It was why he’d told Kate he would be in South Jersey and not somewhere else. Had he mentioned he’d be spending yesterday north of the city, say in Boston, he would have had a harder time explaining himself if he’d been spotted in Atlantic City.

He released a deep sigh. “I don’t believe I’m doing this, but okay, here’s how I spent my day off. I drove down to Cape May with a woman I met recently. We had a good time, stopped in Atlantic City to have dinner on the way back, lost some money playing slots, then I drove her home. Would you like to know how we spent the night together?”

Kate held up a hand. “I wasn’t accusing you. And I already told Gallo and Dante you had nothing to do with planting that .45 in their van.”

Alexander cursed under his breath and began pacing behind the client chairs in front of the desk.

“What’s wrong now?”

“Nice try, Clever Kate, calling the murder weapon a .45. But if you’ll check the article in the newspaper, you’ll see that it states the weapon was a cheap .22. What? You thought I was going to correct you and it would be a gotcha moment?”

“Gallo and Dante still believed you framed them. And I hate that they do.”

Alexander stopped his pacing and looked at Kate sideways. “You think they’ll come after me?”

“No. And I wish you would stop giving them dirty looks every time you see them with me. Like it or not, they work for me sometimes. And they’re very helpful.”

Alexander’s laugh was derisive. “Please, Katie. At least admit the truth to yourself.”

“What truth is that?”

“You don’t stay in contact with them because they’re helpful. You keep in touch because you have a thing for Gallo. I’ve seen the way you look at the man.”

“I’ve told you this before and I’ll say it again. There’s nothing other than friendship going on between me and Gallo.”

“And I’m calling bullshit on that. You’re attracted to the man, and he’d be a fool not to want you. But I won’t have it. No! I won’t let you get involved with that Mafia scumbag.”

“You won’t let me? Who the hell do you think you are? And what do you mean by that? Oh, God. Alexander, did you really go to Cape May yesterday? Was I wrong about you being innocent of planting that weapon in Dante’s van?”

Alexander shoved a client chair aside to get closer to Kate’s desk. He brought out his badge and thrust it in front of her face.

“I am an officer of the law. I stand for law and order. I protect people. I’m not a man who commits criminal acts. That would be your good friend, Gallo. He breaks the law constantly, murders, and you keep the thug in your life and involve him in this business.” Alexander put his badge away. “Why do you do it, Katie? What’s the real reason for being around Gallo? Because you know there’s a thousand other people you could hire to help you with cases.” Alexander turned to leave. “I have to get back to work.”

Kate remained seated and watched him go, as his last question echoed in her mind.


Chapter 32



Gallo, Dante, and Dante’s sister, Lisa, were inside Gallo’s apartment watching the movie, Predator, which Dante had rented at Blockbuster Video. The boys had seen the movie in theaters the year before and loved it. It was Lisa’s first time. She was now a fan of the film as well.

Two empty pizza cartons were on Gallo’s coffee table. Lisa had eaten a couple of slices, with Gallo and Dante devouring the rest. They’d also had beer. One bottle for Lisa, and two each for the boys.

Lisa insisted on cleaning up and placed the empty pizza boxes, dirty paper plates, and used napkins in Gallo’s garbage. Gallo gathered up the beer bottles and put them in a cardboard carton under the sink with other empty bottles. He would redeem them at some point for a nickel each. It wasn’t much money. But why toss it away?

Gallo walked his guests outside. At 8:42, there was still a little daylight remaining, but it would be dark soon.

Because they lived nearby, Dante and Lisa would walk home instead of driving. Dante remembered the videotape as they were about to head off the stoop and down the stone steps of Gallo’s apartment building. He said he’d be right back and went up to get it. He had to return it the next day if he didn’t want to get charged a late fee.

Lisa called to him. “Remember to be kind and rewind.”

“I will,” Dante said. He didn’t need to borrow Gallo’s keys to get back inside his friend’s apartment. They each had keys to the other’s homes.

After discussing the movie with Lisa for a minute, Gallo looked up and noticed his neighbor across the street was looking out her window. He and Lisa waved to Mrs. Lillegard, and the old woman smiled and waved back at them.

Mrs. Lillegard wasn’t the only one who’d been looking at them. Kate had seen them in the moments after Dante had gone back inside to get the videotape. Having never met Lisa, Kate took her to be Gallo’s date.
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Kate had been thinking of Gallo since Alexander left her office. After she drove home, Gallo remained on her mind.

Her brother was right. She was attracted to Gallo, and it was more than a physical attraction, although that certainly was present.

But how does he feel about me?

That was a question that needed answering, so Kate drove to Gallo’s apartment building, hoping to find him at home. Unable to locate an available parking space on his street, she’d driven past and parked around the corner. When she’d returned to that same corner on foot, she looked across the street and saw Gallo standing with Lisa.

The two were talking and smiling. Gallo looked relaxed and more animated than usual. Whoever the woman was, she was big and beautiful, and Gallo liked her a lot. The easy way they interacted told Kate they’d known each other for some time.

She walked away before Gallo spotted her, feeling foolish. The man had a girlfriend. And he’d never said he didn’t.

And even if he was free, what did she think was going to happen? The man was a Mafia soldier. What her father used to call a button man.

Mutual attraction—and was it mutual?—wouldn’t have been enough to overcome how different they were.

We never would have worked out. I only would have embarrassed myself by asking him how he felt about me.

Kate was driving home when she pulled over to the curb and entered a phone booth. After sliding his business card from her wallet, she called Matthew McGee.

“McGee.”

“Hi, Matthew. It’s Kate Warren.”

“Hey, Kate. Did you like the way the story came out?”

“I did. Thank you for doing such a good job.”

“You’re welcome. I hope you get some clients out of it.”

“Um, I’d like to have a drink with you. Is the offer still good?”

“It sure is. When would you like to get together?”

“How about tomorrow evening?”

“Sounds great. There’s a fantastic bar near the newspaper office. It’s called Harmony.”

“Okay. I’ll meet you there.”

“How’s eight o’clock sound?”

“Eight is fine, Matthew. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“I look forward to it.”

“Me too. Goodnight.”

Kate left the phone booth nodding to herself. Having a drink with Matthew might not be the start of anything, but it meant she was moving on. She and her old boyfriend Jack weren’t ever getting back together, and Gallo wasn’t right for her. If she didn’t want to spend her life alone, it was time to date again.
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Kate’s best friend, Emily, winced as her phone rang, but then she remembered her children were at her in-laws for the week, so the late call wouldn’t wake them. She answered on the first ring anyway.

“Hello?”

“Emily. This is Matthew McGee.”

“Matthew, hi. I read the story you did on Kate. It was good.”

“I’m calling about Kate. She’s agreed to have a drink with me tomorrow night.”

“Awesome. And didn’t I tell you she was beautiful? Oh, I really hope this turns into something. She needs to get her mind off that Mafia thug she has hanging around her.”

“It’s just a drink, Emily. We’re not getting married.”

“Call me when It’s over. I’ll want to hear every detail.”

“Okay, but as savvy as she is, she’ll eventually find out we know each other.”

“It’s not like we’re cousins. We met when your mother was in the hospital. Kate never needs to know that I asked you to do the story on her.”

“I wrote it because it was an interesting story. And I’m meeting her for a drink because I like her.”

“And she’s beautiful.”

“That never hurts.”

“Don’t forget to call me.”

“I will.”

Emily grinned as she ended the call.

Alexander wasn’t the only one who wanted Gallo out of Kate’s life.


Chapter 33



Whenever he took a day off from work, Alexander paid for it by having to put in long hours in the following days. This time was no exception, and he and his partner had been assigned another homicide case. That made six they were currently lead detectives on.

It was after nine at night and all he wanted to do was grab a burger on the way home, have it with a beer while he watched some TV, followed by a hot shower and eight good hours of sleep.

It was not to be. Alexander had pushed the button on an elevator when the door to the precinct commander’s office opened and the man himself called his name.

“Yes, sir?”

“In my office,” said Andre Washington. Washington was black, forty-seven, former navy, and a deputy inspector. There were those who didn’t like him, but Alexander knew no one who didn’t respect the lanky man. He entered the office wondering why Washington wanted to see him and realized there was someone else present.

Alexander took him for a federal agent and was proven correct when Washington introduced him as Scott Kruger, an FBI Supervisory Special Agent. Kruger remained seated on the old brown leather sofa in Washington’s office, but Alexander figured the man was about his height, and maybe ten years older.

The blinds were down, covering the upper portions of the walls in Washington’s office, which were made of glass. The glass door was covered too, and when Alexander shut it, much of the sound coming from the detective bureau disappeared.

“Lock the door and have a seat, Alexander,” Washington said.

Alexander sat in the lone chair in front of Washington’s desk. When he did, he saw there was a small TV facing him. Beside it was a VCR.

“Agent Kruger has brought something disturbing to my attention. It concerns you.”

Alexander looked at Kruger. “What is it?”

Kruger got off the sofa. That he did so without using his hands to push himself up demonstrated his fitness. He reached over and turned on the TV, bringing up a screen of static, then he pressed a button on the VCR.

“You’ll have a better idea where this meeting is going if you see the evidence we have against you.”

“Evidence?”

“Just watch the screen, Alexander,” Washington said.

Alexander did that, and felt his life slipping away. He was viewing himself as filmed from behind as he approached the lifeless body of Vito Amato. Small green leaves took up a corner of the screen, giving away the fact that the camera, and its operator, were concealed behind shrubbery. Alexander closed his eyes and hung his head.

“That’s right,” Kruger said, still standing by the desk. “Two of my agents were following Gallo and Vannucci. Those two escaped their net. However, you swam right into it.”

Alexander opened his eyes in time to watch himself bend over and claim the gun off Amato’s body, wipe it down, and put it in his pocket. The scene ended as he turned away, to be replaced by video of him looking around while at the rear of Dante’s van. He entered the van. Less than a minute later, he exited it, leaving the gun behind to frame two men for murder.

They had him.

“That’s only part of the evidence against you, Detective,” Kruger said. “There’s a voice recording of you and Robert Cantaneo’s parole officer conspiring with him to allow Vito Amato’s murder to take place.” Kruger picked up a tape recorder from the desk. “I’ll play it now.”

There were a few seconds of white noise, then Alexander heard his own voice.

“This is perfect. If they corner Amato, I can catch them in the act.”

Luther Hayes spoke next. “Does that mean you’ll let them kill the man, or will you arrest them before they pull their triggers?”

“I guess I can’t let them go through with the murder. On the other hand, a murder charge would send them away for life, while attempted murder might put them back on the streets in a few years.”

Hayes spoke again. “It’s not like anyone gives a damn about Amato. Killing him would be doing the world a favor.”

Kruger stopped the tape recorder. “I know a prosecutor who would consider that evidence of a conspiracy to commit murder. Add that to the video evidence of you removing the murder weapon from a crime scene and attempting to frame two innocents, and you, Detective Alexander Warren, are royally screwed.”

Alexander felt sick. Life as he knew it was over. His career, his reputation, his freedom. It was all gone. The future was a prison cell. And life inside prison for ex-cops was hell on earth.

There was silence in the office, but even with his head bowed, Alexander could feel Washington’s and Kruger’s eyes on him. In a similar fashion to how Kruger had left the sofa, Alexander rose from the chair with his hands in plain view.

After placing his badge and ID on Washington’s desk, Alexander pointed at his holster and spoke to Kruger.

“Take my weapon. I don’t want to make anyone nervous by reaching for it.”

Kruger grabbed the holster clipped to Alexander’s belt, with the detective’s service weapon inside it. He passed it to Washington along with Alexander’s badge and ID.

Alexander asked a favor of his superior. “Can I walk out of the building without handcuffs on and be processed at another precinct? Please, Inspector.”

Washington pointed at the chair. “Sit.”

Alexander retook his seat. At the same time, Washington came out from behind the desk and sat on the left side of it. Kruger pushed the VCR back and settled on the other end.

“What happens next is up to you,” Kruger said.

Alexander looked up at the two men. “I don’t understand what that means.”

Washington reached over and laid a hand on his shoulder. Washington’s hand was much bigger than his own. Alexander remembered hearing that the deputy inspector played for the Naval Academy’s basketball team. With his massive hands, he must have had no problem palming the ball.

“This can be the worst day of your life or a new beginning. I’ll let Scott explain.”

“Before I do,” Kruger said. “Tell us why you did what you did.”

Alexander’s head was spinning. Was there really a way he could avert disaster?

“Why I did it? I did it because…”

“Go on,” Kruger said, as Washington removed his hand and sat back to listen.

“A few minutes ago, you said I attempted to frame two innocents. I did not. Gallo and Vannucci have been thugs their whole lives and have murdered. I’ve never been able to prove it, but I still know it as a fact. They’re not innocents, sir. They’re murdering scum.”

Kruger looked over at Washington. “You know him well. What do you think?”

Washington laughed. “What he said is the truth, but it’s not the reason. Alexander here wouldn’t risk his badge just to jam up a pair of mob soldiers. And hell, Alexander, every cop on the force knows a dozen slimeballs that deserve to be put away. That doesn’t make Gallo and Vannucci special. Quit the bullshit and tell us why you really did it.”

“These men are different. They’re, they’re—it’s my sister.”

“What about her?” Kruger asked.

“Kate is a private detective. She met Gallo and Dante a few weeks ago and… she has a thing for Gallo.”

“Ah, you were framing the man so he wouldn’t get close to your sister. And what about Vannucci?”

Alexander shrugged. “He and Gallo are like those characters in the children’s book, Tweedledee and Tweedledum. Whenever you see one, you see the other. And Kate likes Vannucci too. Not the same way she likes Gallo. And I was willing to risk, well, this, if it meant getting that bastard Gallo out of her life.”

Kruger leaned in. “And look what it’s gotten you. You’re on the precipice of ruin and Gallo is running around free.”

Alexander looked away from Kruger and spoke to Washington.

“You said something about a new beginning. What did you mean?”

Kruger answered. “I’ve founded an organization within the different divisions of law enforcement. It has members in federal, state, and local agencies. Andre is one of us. I’d like you to join us.”

“An… organization? What is its purpose?”

“You’d be doing what you do now, combatting crime. The difference is, you’d be much more effective at it, because we break the rules.”

“Vigilantes?”

“Yes, but with the difference being we’re all trained professionals. We won’t go off half-cocked as some civilian vigilante groups have done. No one person decides who we target. A committee makes those decisions.”

“And how extreme do you get? Have you carried out murders?”

“We have not. And we never will. We do what you attempted to do, we guide the wheels of justice in the right direction. It speeds up that slow turning the wheels are known for, along with the fine grinding mentioned in that ancient Greek proverb.”

“You frame people?”

“Yes, but it’s often more subtle. I’ll give you an example. Take your Mr. Gallo. What would happen to him if others of his ilk believed he was working with the FBI?”

Alexander huffed out a laugh. “He wouldn’t last a week. And they’d probably kill Vannucci just in case.”

Kruger held his hands with the palms facing up. “And yet, our hands would be clean. It would be a case of mobster killing mobster.”

“Can we do that? Frame Gallo, I mean?”

“Absolutely not. As of this moment, Gallo and Vannucci are off-limits.”

“I-what? Why is that?”

“It’s a condition of joining our organization, Alexander,” Washington said. “To become one of us, you have to forfeit any desire you have for personal vengeance, no matter what your reasons are.”

“And we don’t care if Gallo marries your sister and has six kids with her,” Kruger said. “We leave our personal desires for revenge behind. It’s the only way for this to work. If there is no personal link or motive for gain, there’s no trail leading back to us. And believe me, there are few who have a better reason to seek revenge than myself, but I do not do it. And by forming this organization, I’ve done more good than I ever could by seeking retribution.”

“Why can’t we go after each other’s targets?”

“How many people have you arrested for murder who hired or influenced someone else to pull the trigger?” Washington asked.

“A dozen or more,” Alexander admitted.

“Yes,” Kruger said. “Because there’s always a trail or a connection between them. With us, there is no trail.”

Washington’s hand was back on Alexander’s shoulder.

“You need to decide now. Take responsibility for what you’ve done or place it behind you and join us. I made my decision years ago and never regretted it.”

“It’s not even close. I’ll join you. But what happens to the evidence against me?”

“It will surface if you ever break our rules. When we say Gallo and Vannucci are off-limits, we mean exactly that. If you cross that line, there’s no going back.”

“I understand. Um, what’s next?”

Washington’s large mitt squeezed his shoulder. “The fun has just begun.”
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