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  This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and events herein are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


  


  Warning: Spoilers for the first two books of this series are on the next page.


  


  If you want a refresher of who some of the characters are from the first two books, read the pages that follow. If you haven’t read the first two books, you might want to.


  


  


  Police:


  Frankie “Bugs” Donovan — Nicky Fusco’s best friend from childhood. Now a Detective in Brooklyn.


  Lou Mazzetti — Frankie’s partner


  Sherri Miller — Frankie and Lou’s partner from book 2.


  Lieutenant Morreau — Frankie’s boss


  Carol — Admin in Homicide Department


  Kate Burns — Medical Examiner, and Frankie’s girlfriend.


  Alex — Young boy who Frankie took in after his mother abandoned him.


  Keisha — Alex’s friend in the apartment building.


  


  New York Mobsters:


  Dominic Mangini — Head of one of the Five Families (Also appears in Blood Flows South series)


  Manny Rosso — Head of one of the Five Families. Was underboss to Tito Martelli in book one.


  Tito Martelli — Was head of one of the Five Families.


  Fabrizio — hit man for Dominic Mangini.


  Giorgio — Works for Manny Rosso.


  


  Wilmington, DE. Characters:


  Nicky “the Rat” Fusco — former hit man trying to go straight.


  Doggs Caputo — local mob boss in Wilmington, DE


  Monroe — leader of a black gang in Wilmington. Served time with Nicky in prison.


  Angela Fusco — Nicky’s wife


  Rosa Fusco — Daughter of Angela and Nicky


  Sister Mary Thomas — Nun who taught Nicky and Frankie


  Paulie “the Suit” Perlano — childhood friend of Nicky and Frankie


  


  Rules of Murder


  


  A reader emailed me and asked if there would be any more books with Nicky and Frankie. I thought I had mentioned this before, but for those of you who don’t know.


  


  There will be at least six books in the Friendship & Honor series—one for each of the “rules of murder,” as outlined by Gianni “Johnny Muck” Mucchiato in Murder Takes Time. Each book’s title is one of the rules.


  


  1. Murder takes time—Never rush. Know what you are going to do before, during, and after the job. Know your victim. Their face. Routines. Neighborhood. Family.


  


  2. Murder has consequences—When doing a job you must never, ever, let it get personal. Each assignment is just a job. If it gets personal, it will have consequences.


  


  3. Murder takes patience—If someone has a routine, trust it. Wait them out, and it will pay off. As for yourself, never be predictable. Don’t shop at the same place. Don’t eat at the same place. Don’t do anything at the same place or at the same time or on the same days.


  


  4. Murder is invisible—To be good at this, you must be invisible. And since you can’t really be invisible, you have to practice not being noticed. There is a difference between being seen and being noticed. If you have to break rule number three, make sure you adhere to rule number four.


  


  5. Murder is a promise—If you enter into a deal to murder someone, that is a promise, a secret pact. Once you take the assignment, you need to finish the job, or it could come back to haunt you.


  


  6. Murder is immaculate—Don’t leave any clues, and make sure you clean up loose ends.
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  The darkest places in hell are reserved for those who maintain their neutrality in times of moral crisis.


  


  ~ Dante Alighieri


  


  Thoughts


  


  Even good people are haunted by nightmares. Some people are kept awake by things they did in the past: Lies they told, people they cheated, laws they broke.


  


  The worst people are haunted by more than lies or broken laws. Their sleep is stolen by the people they killed.


  


  I’m not like any of them. I’m not bothered by lies, or broken laws. Not even by the people I’ve killed.


  


  What keeps me awake is thinking of the people I haven’t killed yet.


  


  ~ Nicky Fusco
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  A Strange Goodbye


  


  Brooklyn, New York


  Debbie Parnell’s alarm blared, and then a second alarm went off, insurance against her falling asleep and missing the meeting. The combo pried her out of bed. She stumbled to the bathroom, brushed her teeth, dressed in a dark-blue business suit, then glanced at her watch. Plenty of time for coffee.


  While waiting, she dialed Chad.


  “Why are you calling me at this time of morning?”


  “I knew you’d be up; rising stars don’t sleep in.”


  “Neither do falling stars,” Chad said. “What do you need?”


  “Nothing really, I was just calling to give you the privilege of driving me to the airport.”


  “I thought you had an early appointment in Brooklyn.”


  “I do, but I was hoping you could drive me to the airport after I finished. We could use the time to catch up on work.”


  She heard him sigh and knew what was coming. “As much as I’d love to, I can’t. I have to interview someone this morning, and it’s in the opposite direction. And I have no idea how long I’ll be.”


  “In that case, I better get ready. See you when I get back.”


  “Have a safe trip,” Chad said.


  Debbie finished her coffee, stuffed a few more items into her suitcase, double-checked which outfits she packed, and then set everything by the door. Within twenty minutes the driver arrived and she was in the car on her way to the meeting. Traffic was horrendous.


  “What’s holding us up?” she asked.


  “An accident near the bridge,” the driver said.


  “You need to find a way around this. I’m cutting it close.”


  At the next traffic signal, he turned and detoured through Brooklyn Heights. As he passed a brownstone, Debbie caught a glimpse of someone out of the corner of her eye.


  Chad?


  She was tempted to roll down the window and holler to him. The man stood on the steps of a house, and it looked as if he was using a key to open the door. What’s he doing? He doesn’t live here. Her curiosity was piqued. She typed a message on her phone and emailed it to herself.


  What is he doing in BH?


  It took 25 more minutes to get to her meeting, and the whole way she wondered if that was Chad she saw, and what he was doing in Brooklyn Heights, at that house. He said he had an interview.


  Debbie finished her meeting on time, and arranged for a car to drive her to the airport. After going through security and settling in to a comfortable chair at the lounge for frequent flyers, she dialed Bruce.


  “What’s up?” he asked. “Anything wrong?”


  “No. Nothing’s wrong. But something strange happened on the way in.”


  “Tell me.”


  “We hit traffic, and the driver detoured through Brooklyn Heights. I could have sworn I saw one of my coworkers entering a house there.”


  A slight pause followed, and then Bruce said. “Maybe they forgot something. Or—”


  Debbie’s voice raised. “No. You don’t understand. The person doesn’t live there.”


  Bruce laughed. “Deb, I know you’re under a lot of stress, but I wouldn’t worry about it. Get on your flight, relax, and focus on a successful trip.”


  “Jesus Christ! You don’t take anything seriously. We’re in the middle of a huge deal. We can’t risk exposure of any kind.”


  “I do take things seriously—important things. The rest I leave for you to worry about.”


  “Screw you. This is important. Suppose this hints at insider trading.”


  “Okay, you’re right. I’m sorry I trivialized it.”


  “What should I do? Should I tell Bob?”


  “I wouldn’t. It could be something as innocent as an affair, if you want to think of that as innocent. And if it is something fishy, you don’t want to be involved. You could end up getting hurt.”


  Debbie switched the phone to her other ear and leaned back in the chair. “Maybe you’re right,” she said.


  “I know I’m right, but I’m amazed you’re admitting it.”


  Debbie laughed. “Okay, you convinced me. I won’t say anything. At least until I get back.”


  “How long will you be gone?”


  “I already told you. Two weeks.”


  “I forgot. So relax and have a great trip. I miss you already.”


  “Miss you too,” Debbie said.
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  Alarms and Early Mornings


  


  One week later—Brooklyn, New York


  Shortly before 6:00 AM he poured a cup of coffee and enjoyed the first taste of sunlight as it squeezed through the slats of the wood blinds. He read the paper, finished dressing, then made his way down the stairs to the street. He liked to take a second cup of coffee with pastry at a café a few blocks away. It was a good place to sit and watch. The waitress led him to an outside table.


  He smiled. “Nice morning, isn’t it?”


  Her return smile was instantaneous, but forced. “Very nice. It’s about time we had sun.”


  “Yes, it is,” he said. “I’ll have—”


  “Coffee and a scone, right?”


  His smile vanished. She’d picked up on his patterns. How did she know I wanted a scone today? “You read my mind.”


  “Be right back,” she said and scurried away.


  He watched her go, checking to see if she talked to anyone.


  A couple at the table to his left chatted in low voices. From the tone, and the aggressive posturing, he could tell they were arguing.


  The couple to the right were laughing. They seemed happy.


  He turned his attention to the pedestrian traffic, but kept his eye on the time. Fifteen minutes had disappeared, along with his scone and coffee. The waitress hurried by, barely slowing down as she dropped his check on the table. His cursory “thanks” trailed in the air behind her. He wondered if today would be a wasted day.


  As the thought ruminated, the unmistakable sound of high heels clicking on the old brick walkway caught his attention. There was a rhythm to the sound, as if the owner of those heels was avoiding the cracks in the herringbone pattern. He tried not to look but curiosity yanked his head around. She was still forty or fifty feet away, heading in his direction. The sight of her stirred another thought.


  What eles is it about the sound of those heels?


  There was noise on the street—cars driving by, other people walking, horns blaring. Why did those heels intrigue him?


  A peculiar beep drew his focus down the street. He didn’t know why; lots of horns were beeping. This one sounded…different. He had listened to enough of them over the years. Each had a unique sound—impatience, anger, graciousness, aggression. This one was…a polite beep. A draw-your-attention type beep. The high-heeled woman turned toward the sound of the beep then walked to the car. She leaned in and kissed the man driving. A goodbye kiss. A peck on the cheek.


  Had she forgotten to kiss him? Did she not love him anymore?


  As he wondered about the dynamics of that relationship, the car pulled away and merged with traffic. The clicking sound of her heels resumed, consuming him.


  Of all the noise on the street why had her heels drawn his attention? They shouldn’t have, and yet…they did.


  Karma, he thought.


  She walked toward him, her long tanned legs, cute-as-a-button ass, and confident strut building an image of the perfect woman. Blonde hair danced on her shoulders with each step. Even from forty feet away he could sense the vibrancy, see the smile, feel the warmth.


  As she drew closer, the outline of her body under that too-tight skirt screamed—look at me. It did the job. He was looking, along with everyone else.


  A small piece of paper blew across the walk, in front, and then behind her. When she stooped to pick it up he got a glimpse of perfection. He imagined she wasn’t wearing panties. That’s when he decided she would be the one. If everything else fit, she would be the perfect candidate.


  He made a note of the time as she continued down the street, swinging her hips with a subtle invitation. He wanted to follow her. Get right up behind her and crawl up her skirt. Not today though. He had rules. Besides, he’d memorized the car’s plate. Even if she didn’t come this way again, he’d find her.


  Patience, he reminded himself. I must practice patience.
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  Bacon and Eggs


  


  Brooklyn, New York


  Frankie Donovan’s eyes popped open, but not from the sun bursting through the crooked blind. The unmistakable aroma of fresh-brewed coffee woke him, and that brought a smile. He got out of bed, put pants on, and made his way to the kitchen. Coffee brewed in the French press, eggs were being fried on the front burner, and bacon sizzled on the back. And Alex, Frankie’s semi-adopted son, was singing. At 7:00 in the morning.


  Frankie rubbed the last bit of sleep from his eyes. “What the hell, Ace? Keep this up and I might decide to let you hang around a while.”


  “Don’t even joke about that shit, FD. I’m here to stay, unless you’re ready to throw Kate out. She loves me.”


  “In case you haven’t figured it out, the only reason you’re here is because you help me attract the ladies.”


  “Take a lot more than a cute kid to help you in that department.” Alex flipped the eggs and splashed some grease from the bacon over the top. “You want it medium?”


  “Nothing’s changed.”


  “Anyway, I was ’bout to say, I ain’t seen no ladies beatin’ on this door, ’cept Kate, and she only comes around because of me.”


  Frankie did up the last few buttons on his shirt. “While you’re cooking you should have a dictionary open. In case you haven’t noticed, ’bout and ’cept aren’t acceptable words.”


  Alex flipped the spatula in the air, caught it, then scooped the eggs onto a plate, which he handed to Frankie. “That’s why I stay here, FD. You make me laugh every morning.”


  “You mean that, and the fact that CPS is after your ass. And your mom abandoned you.”


  Alex shrugged. “Might be some of that, too.”


  Frankie took his plate to the table and poured orange juice in two glasses. “You want coffee?”


  “I didn’t make it just for you.”


  Frankie poured the coffee and brought the cups to the table, sitting across from Alex.


  “A kid your age shouldn’t have coffee.”


  “Bull—”


  “Hey, watch the mouth.”


  “I didn’t say it.”


  “You were going to. You know the rules.”


  “Yeah, I know. No cursing in the house or smoking in the house, and clean up your own mess.”


  “Be thankful for the leniency. You definitely shouldn’t be smoking.”


  “You neither.”


  “That’s beside the point,” Frankie said.


  “I’ll tell you what’s beside the point, you smoking in the house when I’m not here.”


  “Who told you that?”


  Alex cocked his head, closed one eye, and stared at Frankie. “You think I can’t smell it?”


  He looked at Alex and smiled. “All right. I won’t smoke in the house anymore.”


  “I was hoping you’d say we could both smoke in here.”


  “Not gonna happen.”


  “Figured,” Alex said. “What you got goin’ on? Any big cases?”


  “Nah. Hasn’t been a good killing in a long time. I’m getting bored.”


  “Me, too. Guess I’m gonna have to get a job after school or something.”


  “Like hell. Get your grades up to par and maybe I’ll let you, but not till then.”


  “What kind of grades did you get?”


  “Not relevant.”


  “Not relevant? You become the DA now?”


  Frankie gobbled his breakfast, dumped the last sip of coffee into the sink, then leaned over and rubbed the top of Alex’s head. “See you later, Ace. Be good. And make sure to watch for CPS.”


  “See you tonight, FD. I love you.”


  Frankie was reaching for the doorknob, and stopped cold. He wasn’t used to someone telling him they loved him. It both embarrassed him and made him want to cry. He walked back to Alex and kissed the top of his head. “I love you too, you little shit.”


  The ride to work was different, as it had been ever since Frankie took Alex in. Before Alex, all Frankie thought about was the current case. Now he thought about Kate more often, and about how to keep CPS from finding Alex. CPS. What a joke that is. Should be Child Persecution Services, not Child Protective Services.


  Funny how one little thing can change a life. Some kid’s mother takes off and all of a sudden, I’ve got a family.


  ***


  Lou Mazzetti trudged up the stairs, forcing himself past the halfway mark, where he usually stopped to catch his breath. He turned in his notice yesterday, and this morning’s exhaustive climb confirmed that his decision to retire was the right one. All he had to do was convince Lieutenant Morreau to let him finish out the next two months in an office on the first floor.


  “Good morning, Carol. How is the sweetest receptionist in Brooklyn?”


  Carol’s head darted side to side. “That sounds like Mazzetti’s voice, but those weren’t his words. Is there a ventriloquist around here? Am I on a reality show with hidden cameras?”


  “I thought I’d be nice to you in my last days,” Lou said. “My wife insisted on it.”


  “Did you tell her that it won’t make up for twelve years of harassment?”


  “She’d laugh at twelve years. We’ve been married for thirty.”


  Carol blessed herself. “Poor soul.”


  “You want coffee?” Lou asked.


  “No, but you better get some. The lieutenant is waiting.”


  Lou started toward the coffee room.


  “And get some for Donovan. I hear his loud mouth coming in the door.”


  ***


  Frankie Donovan chatted with half a dozen people before he reached the stairs, and then he took them two at a time. Mazzetti waited with a coffee in hand.


  “Showing off, Donovan?”


  “Keeping in shape.” He took the coffee from Lou. “I don’t want to end up retiring before my time.”


  Lou looked at Carol, then back to Donovan. “How does everybody know I’m retiring. I just decided yesterday.”


  “You know what they say about good news,” Carol said.


  Lou and Frankie started toward Morreau’s office. “I’ll tell you what I won’t miss,” Mazzetti said. “That magpie sitting behind the desk.”


  “Pay him no mind, Carol. He still loves you.”


  


  Sherri Miller was sitting in a chair across from Morreau. When Lou entered, she got up to hug him. “Good to see you again, Mazzetti.”


  “No hug for me?” Frankie said.


  “I didn’t think you were the hugging type.”


  “I make exceptions,” Frankie said, and hugged her. “Good to have you back. You look great.”


  “I’m putting Miller back with you two,” Morreau said.


  Frankie looked to Morreau, then Miller. “That’s great, but we’ve got nothing to work on.”


  “Have some of your dago friends kill somebody,” Mazzetti said. “We haven’t had any mob killings in a while.”


  Frankie looked at Miller. “Are you ready to come back? I thought you wanted out of homicide.”


  Sherri lowered her head. “I thought so at first, but when Lieutenant Morreau asked me, I realized I missed it.”


  They made small talk for a few minutes and then Lou patted her back. “Great to have you with us. Come on, let’s get coffee.”


  Frankie waited until Lou and Sherri left. He closed the door and pulled his chair up to Morreau’s desk. “She’s not ready. Did you see how nervous she was? Besides, if she really wanted back she’d have come begging you. She sure as hell wouldn’t have waited for you to ask her.”


  “Mazzetti’s retiring in two months,” Morreau said.


  “I know all about it.”


  “I want Sherri to take his place.”


  “As my partner?” Frankie said. “No way.”


  “I thought you liked her.”


  “I like her, Lieu. I really do. She’s funny, she’s a dedicated cop, she’s sexy as hell.”


  “Whoa, Donovan. Don’t even say things like that.”


  “Bullshit. I can’t speak the truth? Sherri is sexy. No denying it.”


  Morreau stared at Frankie. “Is that why you don’t want her?”


  Frankie leaned back in the chair. “I just got into a relationship that actually might work. I don’t need temptation, and I don’t want to go home dreaming about Miller’s ass.”


  “What about Mazzetti?”


  “I don’t dream about his ass. If I ever do, I’ll swallow my gun.”


  “Put a rubber band around your dick, or find something else that works. Miller is in. Done deal.”


  Frankie got up and shoved the chair against the wall. “Thanks for the support.”


  “Fuck you too, Donovan.”


  Frankie slammed the door on his way out.
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  A Special Favor


  


  Wilmington, Delaware


  I made coffee while Angie cooked breakfast.


  Rosa sat at the table, reading the New York Times on an old iPad. “Uncle Mario was mentioned again. Page five.”


  “If Frankie hears you call him Mario you’ll end up on page five.”


  “You do.”


  “Only when I want to piss him off.”


  “He found that killer who got the stockbroker.”


  “Are you reading on that tablet thing?” Angie asked.


  “It’s an iPad, Mom. And yes, I’m reading on it. I do my crosswords on it too.”


  “Frankie’s a good detective,” I said.


  “And hot.”


  Angie set the plates on the table. “Hot? He’s your father’s age.”


  “All my friends think he’s hot.”


  Angie blessed herself. “If only I’d known about kids, I’d have re-thought abortion.”


  “Mom, you’re so full of it. You’re half a nun already. If I didn’t hear you and Dad fool around at night, I’d—”


  Angie flushed. “Rosa! My God, watch your mouth.”


  I covered up my laugh before Angie saw it. Rosa had guts; I’d give her that.


  A baby’s cry came from the living room. “Dante’s hungry,” Angie said.


  “I’ve got him. He must have smelled the coffee.”


  “Nicky Fusco, if you try giving that baby coffee before he’s ten, I’ll shoot you.”


  “Ten? We were drinking it from the time we could hold a cup.”


  “And look how you turned out,” Angie said.


  “Nothing wrong with Uncle Mario.”


  “Of course,” Angie said. “There’s never anything wrong with Uncle Mario.”


  I picked up Dante and walked back to the table, patting his back as I winked at Rosa. “You should be a detective. You’re good.”


  “Like hell she will,” Angie said. “She’s going to college and—”


  Our laughter cut her short.


  “Okay, smart asses.” She plopped the last of the food on the table and pulled up a chair. “I’ll take him, Nicky. You eat.”


  I sat next to her. “I got him,” I said, and kissed the side of his head. “Babies smell so sweet.”


  “Not all the time,” Rosa said, her head still buried in the iPad. “Dad, I need the name of a Titan that starts with C. Six letters.”


  I used my free hand to scoop some eggs onto a piece of toast. I ate the eggs then sipped my coffee. “I’m not good on mythology. The nuns didn’t drill that in our heads.”


  “How about the pope who started the first crusade.”


  “Urban.”


  Rosa typed her answer in. “Leave it to Dad to know the Roman answers. Bet you wouldn’t fare so well on American history.”


  Angie reached for the iPad. “Put that thing away. All you ever do is crosswords.”


  “Nothing wrong with crosswords,” I said.


  I knew she only harped on Rosa because Tony had always done crosswords. I’m sure she was afraid it would upset me. It did, some, but as I told Angie before, I had to get used to it. Some day we were going to have to tell Rosa who her real father was. If it was up to me, I’d have told her, but Angie wasn’t ready.


  Dante burped some foreign material on my shirt, which forced a laugh out of Angie. “I’ll take the devil while you change.”


  “You should do like Mom does. Put a towel over your shirt when you’re holding him.”


  I unbuttoned my shirt as I walked up the steps. “Remind me before he spits up on me.”


  “Hey, Dad, are we calling Uncle Mario?”


  “I’ve got to get to work.”


  “C’mon, Dad.”


  “All right. When I get down.”


  It only took me a few minutes to change shirts. When I hit the bottom step, I saw Angie shaking her head as she walked with Dante and fed him a bottle.


  “My God, you’re a sucker.”


  Rosa got up to do dishes. “Somebody in this house loves me.”


  “Are you going to the dance?” Angie asked.


  “If anybody ever asks me.” Rosa gathered the rest of the dishes from the table. “I can’t believe no one asked me. Do you think I’m ugly?”


  “Ugly? You’re gorgeous.”


  “No. For real. Look at me as a person, not your daughter.”


  Angie kissed her on the cheek. “Rosa, you’re gorgeous. I’m telling you. Someone will ask.”


  “Ask what?”


  “Don’t act like you didn’t hear, Dad.”


  “Just go with your friends. You’ll find people to dance with.”


  “It’s not the same,” Rosa said.


  I looked at the clock. “Time to call Bugs.”


  “How come he doesn’t get mad when you call him Bugs?”


  “Because that’s his name.”


  As I dialed Frankie’s number, I almost laughed remembering how he got that name.


  He picked up on the second ring. “Don’t tell me it’s you, Rat.”


  “Hey, Bugs. Where are you?”


  “At work. Why?”


  Rosa hollered from kitchen. “Ciao, Zio Mario.”


  “Did you tell her to call me Uncle Mario? You son of a bitch.”


  “I might have mentioned that it pisses you off.”


  “So tell me why I’m getting a call this early in the morning.”


  “Because Angie and I talked about it, and we want you to be Dante’s godfather.”


  “What? You’re shitting me.”


  “Not a bit.”


  A pause, then, “Nicky, you know I’d love to. I’m honored. Make sure you tell Angie I said so.”


  “She’s right here. Tell her yourself.” I handed the phone to Angie.


  “Hi, Frankie. I told him to call you last week, but he wanted to wait until we got home and situated. You know Nicky.”


  “I couldn’t be happier for you,” Frankie said. “And thanks for asking me.”


  “Who else would we ask?” Angie said. “You and Nicky have been friends since birth, or close to it.”


  “It had been a long time,” Frankie said. “I can’t wait to see you guys.”


  “Me too. I’m giving you back to Nicky now.”


  I took the phone from Angie and plopped into my reading chair, kicking my feet up. “Hey, Bugs.”


  “So you named him Dante. I should have figured. Your dad was a great guy.”


  “I had to go the traditional route. Not many of us stick to the old ways anymore.”


  “Not many left that even remember the old ways,” Frankie said.


  “Ain’t that the truth.”


  “Speaking of the old ways, don’t let Sister Thomas hear you say ain’t. She probably still carries that yardstick with her.”


  “I think she does, and my ass almost stings thinking about it. I’ll have to make sure Dante doesn’t get whacked with it.”


  “Speaking of Dante, I was afraid you’d do something stupid with the name.”


  “Like naming him Mario?”


  “Exactly.”


  Rosa leaned in next to the phone. “Ciao again, Zio Mario. I saw your name in the paper.”


  “Hi, Rosa. How’s my most beautiful niece doing.”


  “Good. I can’t wait to see you.”


  “I can’t wait to eat some of your meatballs,” Frankie said.


  “I’ll make them special for you. Gotta go now or I’ll be late.”


  The front door slammed behind Rosa, but it was a happy slam, a trick only teenagers seemed to be able to do.


  “Great kid you got.”


  “Thanks, Bugs. I lucked out.” I stepped outside to finish the conversation. “You ever hear from Suit? I was gonna call and tell him the news.”


  “He’s in Texas.”


  “What the hell is he doing there?”


  “You know that’s between us,” Bugs said. “Things are getting better for Suit, but there might still be people looking for him because of how things went down with Tito Martelli.”


  Bad memories flooded my brain. Vivid images of Tito and all of his men. “You mean when I killed him?”


  “You know what I mean,” Bugs said.


  “Is Manny one of the people not happy?”


  “No, not Manny. He made out great. I’m talking about some of the others.”


  “Dominic Mangini?”


  “Mangini would be a good bet, and he’s the most dangerous one of the bunch, but no, he’s fine with Suit.”


  “How does Mangini feel about me? I’m thinking of taking the family to New York this summer. It would be nice to know I don’t have to worry.”


  “Take them somewhere else. I’ve heard Dominic has no quarrels with you—as long as you stay out of New York.”


  “Maybe I should call him.”


  “I wouldn’t.”


  “Yeah. Guess I’ll see as it gets closer.”


  Frankie paused then said, “Let me know a date on the christening.”


  “I will. And thanks again, Bugs. This means a lot to me.”


  “Hey, Nicky?”


  “What?”


  “Never mind.”


  I laughed. “Never mind my ass. What is it?”


  I waited through a long silence before Bugs spit it out.


  “I told you about Alex.”


  “Yeah. What’s up? Something wrong?”


  “I love this kid, Nicky. But CPS wants to put him in a foster home. No way they’d let him stay with me.”


  Knowing Bugs like I did, there was only one way to advise him. “You love the kid, right?”


  “You know I do. I don’t know how or why, but this kid’s got me. And he’s a damn good kid. All he needs is a break.”


  “You always were a sucker for a kid needing a break, Bugs.” I thought about what I was going to say, but only for a second. “Alex likes it there, right?”


  “Hell yeah. You should have seen him when I first told him he could stay. It was like I’d given him a present.”


  “Okay, here’s my advice—fuck the law.”


  A second or two of silence was followed by Frankie’s laughter. “That’s it? Fuck the law. That’s your advice?”


  “You heard me. Fuck the law. Sometimes you have to decide yourself what’s right and wrong. Or are you gonna let some asshole who never met Alex decide what happens to him for the rest of his life?”


  “I’m a cop,” Frankie said.


  I did my best to rein in the sarcasm, but I probably didn’t succeed. “Oh yeah, I forgot. That changes everything. Cops don’t break the law.”


  “Point taken. I’ll think about what to do. In the meantime, you take care. And say bye to Angie.”


  “Yeah, see ya’, Bugs.”


  I went back in the house for a refill on coffee. Angie was sitting at the table, shoveling breakfast into Dante’s mouth. That boy loved to eat.


  “How was Frankie?” she asked.


  “He sounded good. He was glad we asked him.”


  Angie smiled. “He’ll make a good godfather.”


  I looked around. “Is Rosa gone?”


  “She left while you were talking.”


  I hugged Angie. “Guess we’ll have to be quieter at night.”


  “Or stop.”


  “I’ll go with quieter.”


  Angie rolled her eyes and blushed as she swatted my arm.


  “Did you tell Frankie we’re coming for a visit?”


  “What?” I grabbed my briefcase and headed for the door.


  “I asked if you told Frankie we were coming up.”


  A lump built in my throat. I hated lying to Angie, but making her worry made me feel worse. “I told him,” I said. “See ya’ tonight.”


  Now all I have to do is find a way to tell Dominic Mangini.
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  Following


  


  Brooklyn, New York


  Three days after he’d seen High Heels, the killer returned to the café. Good fortune provided the same table he had last time, and a glance at his watch confirmed it was the same time. He ordered tea instead of coffee. That waitress had gotten his order right one too many times for his liking.


  “No scone this morning?” Her smile disturbed him. He didn’t have time for that nonsense.


  “Just the tea.”


  She returned quickly with his order. “Thanks,” he said.


  He sipped tea, his gaze roaming left to right, stopping now and then to eavesdrop on a conversation. Every few seconds he glanced toward the street. He was halfway through his tea when his diligence paid off.


  The car stopped. She got out, but not before kissing the man goodbye. Then came the show as she paraded down the street, hips moving in tune to the song in his head, “Take Me Home Tonight.” He felt certain that every man who saw her would love to take her home on any night.


  He gulped down his tea, left a tip on the table and moved out among the crowd. He fell in behind High Heels at a safe distance, walking at a steady pace, moving with the crowd. Sometimes he raced past her, glancing her way. She wore a wedding band. Did she keep her vows? Soon enough he’d find out.


  The crowd thinned then, at the corner, bunched together as they waited for the light to change. He let her go in front of him, taking the opportunity to watch her from behind. Her pert little ass blessed the pinstripes on her skirt with a sexy kiss on every bounce. He reached down to straighten himself.


  He followed High Heels for three more blocks, until she disappeared into a large office building. Fortunately, it was the perfect office building. He didn’t bother following her inside. No sense in risking exposure to surveillance cameras. Besides, he had plenty of ways to gather the necessary information. All he needed was time. And patience. He had to keep reminding himself of that. Acting on impulse got you caught.


  He went to work, took an early lunch, and got back to her building in time to follow her. Another woman accompanied her to a café across the street. Both of them wore skirts that were too short for decency. When High Heels sat, hers bunched up on her thighs. He wanted to crawl up there and take a peek. He’d like to see what she was so proud of.


  He felt confident he could take her now. Dispense with all this trailing nonsense. But everything had to be confirmed. Even an infidelity as sure as hers. No doubt she was unfaithful. But then he reminded himself; observation was required. And patience.


  For almost a week more, he followed her. It took a while to gather the information he needed, but now he knew a lot about little High Heels. About Sandy. Where she worked, where she lived, and most importantly, who she slept with when her husband was out of town. That last bit was what he’d been waiting to find. Turned out Sandy had quite the appetite.


  For three more days he watched her, waiting for the right time. On day four, the stars aligned. Her husband didn’t drop her off; another man did. And she seemed to have an extra bounce to her step, perhaps in anticipation of a rendezvous. As High Heels sashayed past him, a shiver ran up his spine. He felt it in his bones. Today was the day. He picked up the phone and made a call.


  Alibis had to be established. Things were now in motion. Tonight the killer would strike.


  ***


  Sandy finished the report she’d been working on, then shut down Excel and the computer. She put a few folders in her briefcase, then took them out again, laying them on her desk. No way she’d be doing work tonight. She picked up the phone and dialed. Justin answered promptly.


  “I was hoping you’d call.”


  “I’m up for dinner,” she said.


  “And…”


  Sandy took a quick glance around. “And anything else your devious mind can cook up.”


  “That’s what I wanted to hear. Meet me at Ming’s. We’ll grab dinner and get a room.”


  “How about you pick me up?” she asked.


  A pause, then, “Six o’clock?”


  “Works for me.”


  “Wait for me outside,” Justin said.


  Sandy agreed, hung up, and dialed her husband’s cell.


  He answered with his usual cheerful greeting. It had gotten to the point where the sound of his voice sickened her.


  “What did I do to deserve a call from the busy one?”


  “Sorry if I bothered you,” she said. “I just wanted to let you know that I won’t be available on the cell until late. I got called to a last minute dinner deal with our client from Tokyo. They’re in town.”


  “And they didn’t give you any warning?”


  “No, and that worries Ed. He thinks they may be shopping the deal with a competitor.”


  “Some final negotiations, huh?”


  “I hope not, but you never can tell. Anyway, I wanted to let you know. When do you get home?”


  “Two days.”


  “See you when you get here.”


  “Love you, honey. Good luck.”


  “Thanks. I might need it,” Sandy said, then grabbed her phone and purse.


  ***


  The killer waited in his car across the street. He hoped she wouldn’t be long.


  Sandy came out just before six, getting into a car with a man the killer didn’t recognize. That didn’t matter. He wasn’t her husband; that’s all he cared about.


  The killer followed them to the restaurant. They used valet parking. He parked a few blocks away and walked back, finding a small café with a clear view of the restaurant. As soon as he spotted them exiting the restaurant, he would leave. He figured he’d still have time to get to his car and back before the valet returned with theirs.


  He didn’t have to wait as long as he thought. She must have been eager.


  When they exited the restaurant, the killer paid his bill and walked briskly down the street to his car. He had to circle the block in his car twice before they got theirs. The man opened the door for Sandy and she got in. The killer smiled. Now it was a simple matter of following them. They opted for the Marriott Hotel in Brooklyn Heights, an ideal spot for the killer. It provided ample opportunity to slip in, park, and get back out again unnoticed. Then he could mingle with the crowds at the Fulton Street Mall.


  They used valet parking again at the hotel. The killer waited at Tony’s Pizza across the street. He set a fast pace to the back of the hotel, going in through the employee entrance. When he reached the lobby, they were still checking in. He waited until the clerk handed them their room cards, then went to the elevators and pushed the button. They arrived momentarily. When the doors opened he stepped inside and moved to the back. They got in and pushed the button for the sixth floor.


  “What number for you?” the man asked.


  “Six,” the killer said.


  The elevator stopped twice on the way up. When it opened at six, they got out, and the killer followed, making sure to keep a good distance behind. They entered room 632. He walked past, gave them time to enter their room, then turned around and went back to the elevator and down to the lobby.
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  Judgment


  


  The killer waited. He figured there would be little foreplay. Perhaps a shower, not much else. After fifteen minutes had passed he walked to an isolated phone in the lobby and dialed room 632. It rang several times before the man answered. He sounded agitated.


  “Hello!”


  “Sir, I am sorry to bother you, but there seems to be a problem with your credit card.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “It did not go through, sir. They declined it.”


  “That’s impossible. Run it again.”


  “We have. Twice.”


  “Do it again. There is no problem.”


  “Yes, sir,” he said, and hung up the phone.


  The killer waited less than a minute then called back.


  “What!” The agitation level had risen considerably.


  “Sir, I am truly sorry, but it was declined. I’m sure it’s an error, but…do you have another card we can use?”


  “What? Yes, of course. I still don’t know what the problem is. There’s nothing wrong with that card.” His tone had changed. Still agitated but mixed with embarrassment.


  “I understand. It happens a lot. Perhaps we can run another card.”


  “Yes, do that.”


  “Will you be coming down, sir?”


  “Coming down for what?”


  “We will need to run another card.”


  “Can’t it wait? I—”


  “If you prefer we can send someone to your room. It will be less of an inconvenience.”


  “All right, but hurry up.”


  “He’ll be right up. Again, my apologies.”


  


  Back in the elevator, the killer pushed the button for floor six. He put on his gloves, checked his gun, then put his hands in the coat pocket. When he got off the elevator, no one was in the hall. He knocked gently on the door. The lock turned and the man yanked the door open. He held a credit card in his hand.


  “I know one—”


  He must have seen the gun, even before he recognized the killer as the man who rode up the elevator with them.


  “What the hell is going on?”


  “Step to the bed, please. And be quiet.”


  The man, dressed only in a pair of boxers, backed up, hands in the air. The killer scanned the room. The shower was running. “Tell Sandy to come out of the shower. Do it in a calm voice.”


  “How do you know her name? Who are you?”


  “All in good time. Call her.”


  “What should I say?”


  “Just ask if she’s done yet.”


  He seemed to gather himself. “Sandy, are you done yet?”


  The water turned off. “What?”


  “I said, are you done yet?”


  “Getting impatient, are we?”


  The killer whispered, “Say, ‘I can’t wait for dessert.’”


  “I’m hungry. I can’t wait for dessert,” the man said.


  “This is your lucky night. The wait is over.”


  The killer whispered again. “Tell her you’re on the bed.”


  “I’m under the covers. Hurry up.”


  She opened the door, stepped into the room and toward the bed, towel wrapped around her wet body. A smaller towel around her head.


  The killer grabbed her from behind, his hand covering her mouth. He pressed the gun into her back. “Don’t say anything. And don’t turn around. Follow instructions so I don’t have to hurt you.”


  Her voice had panic in it, almost tears. “Justin, what’s going on?”


  “Kneel on the floor,” the killer said. He turned to Justin, “Put a sock in her mouth.”


  “A sock?”


  The killer’s voice reflected his frustration. “Put your sock in her mouth or I’ll stuff her with something else.”


  “I’ll do anything you want,” Sandy said. “Just don’t hurt us.”


  “I’m sure you will, but that’s not what I’m here for.” He glared at Justin. “The sock. Now!”


  Justin grabbed one of his socks and shoved it into Sandy’s mouth.


  The killer had Sandy do the same to Justin, and then he instructed them to lie on the bed in a “sixty-nine” position. Several times Justin tried speaking, but the killer stopped him with a threatening gesture. Sandy kept her eyes closed most of the time.
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