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      As with all of my mysteries, this book is told in a combination of first- and third-person POV. The chapters and/or scene breaks are marked with either a gun (third person) or a bullet (first person), so it should be easy to tell who is speaking.
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      True friendship is not built on words, but actions.
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            A Long Walk Home
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      Paul Campisi combed errant strands of hair into place as he dressed for the night’s activity. He’d be joining his brothers at Manko’s and that boded well for a shot with the ladies; there were always plenty of ladies at Manko’s. And the more they drink, the less they think.

      He got to the bar around seven, and his brothers—Freddy and Chooch—were already there. As he moved through the crowded floor toward his younger brothers, a nice-looking woman walked past.

      “Hey, sweetheart, where are you going so fast? You should join me for a drink and maybe get educated in the process.”

      “Really? A chance to converse with an intellect like you and get educated? Let me ask my boyfriend first,” she said, then smiled and walked away.

      “Bitch!” Paul said. When she didn’t acknowledge him, he said it again. “Bitch.” This time, he yelled as loud as he could before continuing toward the bar.

      “Paulie!” his brother Freddy shouted, and the greeting was echoed by Chooch, his other brother.

      “I see you struck out with Janice,” Chooch said.

      Paul glanced over his shoulder to where she sat. “Now that I see her boyfriend, I guess it’s just as well. He’s a big guy.”

      “Not to mention the fact that you couldn’t handle her,” Chooch said. “She’s more my speed.”

      Paul brushed him off. “Anything new? Anybody hear from Baltimore?”

      “Talked to them earlier today. They’re in as long as we guarantee a steady stream of product,” Chooch said. “And that won’t be a problem from our end.”

      “Can we trust them?” Paul asked. “You checked ’em out?”

      “Can you trust anybody these days?” Freddy asked.

      Chooch brushed him off. “They seem to be as reliable as anyone, Paulie. I talked to a guy I know in Pittsburgh. He’s been doing business with them for ten years, and he’s got no complaints; they’ve paid cash every time and paid in full. They even worked through a couple of mishaps with no trouble.”

      “Can’t ask for more than that,” Paul said. “I say we go for it. We gotta do the deal with somebody, and these guys seem better than most.”

      “I was hoping you’d agree,” Chooch said. “I’ll let them know tomorrow. Now, how about you relax and have a beer or two? And get your mind off sweet little Janice.”

      Freddy laughed. “I agree with Chooch about Janice. And as far as the Pittsburgh guys—if they don’t pay, we bury them.”

      Paul grabbed the handle of a mug filled with beer. “Freddy, nobody’s paying attention to you, so shut up.” Paul turned, smiled, and spoke to Chooch. “I’m taking you up on your offer, little brother. It’s been a long day.”

      “Glad to hear,” Chooch said, “but which offer is that?”

      “Hell, I don’t know. I’m hoping it’s one where you promised to deliver Janice to my bed for a night of long, hot sex.”

      “While you’re dreaming, try to be realistic,” Freddy said. “I would say like wishing you could beat me at darts, but we know that won’t happen either. You’d have a better chance with Janice.”

      “Let’s play, anyway,” Chooch said. “I’ll place my bet on Freddy.”

      “Fuck you,” Paul said. “Let’s go. Twenty a game.”

      

      The brothers played darts then pool, but most of all, they drank beer and a lot of it. By midnight, Paul was bumping into tables when he walked to the restroom.

      He called the waitress for another round, but Chooch waved her off. “I think you’ve had enough, Paulie. You can’t drive as it is.”

      “Like hell,” Paul said. “I’m not leaving the car here.”

      “All right,” Chooch said. “Give me the keys, and I’ll bring it around front.”

      Paul handed him the keys, and Chooch stood to leave. He leaned down and whispered to Freddy, “I’m taking the car home. After I’m gone, bring Paulie in your car.”

      “He’ll be pissed.”

      “Better than letting him drive in his condition,” Chooch said, then he left.

      Ten minutes later, Paul walked to the door and looked outside. “Where the hell is that asshole? It’s been forever.”

      “It hasn’t been long,” Freddy said. “Besides, you’re in no condition to drive. Let me take you home.”

      “Bullshit!” Paul said. “Nobody’s driving my car.”

      “Too late for that,” Freddy said. “Chooch took it. Looks like it’s ride home with me or walk.”

      “You son of a bitch,” Paul said, and took a swing at Freddy, who sidestepped it easily.

      “Come on, Paul. That punch should tell you how bad off you are. Under normal circumstances, you’d have hit me or at least come closer.”

      “Screw you,” Paul said. “I’ll walk. I don’t need you to drive me.”

      “Suit yourself,” Freddy said. “I’m leaving. And I don’t expect a call from you begging to be picked up.”

      “I wouldn’t call you if I was dying,” Paul said. “Now get the hell outta here.”
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      Freddy left, driving his own car. Afterward, Paul drank several more beers before leaving to go home. He walked down Union Street to Canby Park, then cut through the woods to save time.

      About a hundred yards into the woods, Paul heard something behind him—like someone walking through leaves. He turned to look, but didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. He stared for a moment, then continued on, but he hadn’t gone twenty feet when he heard the sound again.

      He spun quickly and looked longer this time. “Hey,” he yelled. “I don’t know who the hell is back there, but I’ll kick your ass if you try anything.” He waited a moment, then resumed his walk home, continually checking over his shoulder.

      He walked a few feet and turned quickly, but he saw nothing, then he repeated the action after another few feet.

      Ten or twenty steps later, the sound of a twig snapping stopped him. Before he turned, something slammed into his ribs, dropping him to the ground.

      “Goddamn!” he yelled, and looked up. A man holding a baseball bat stood above him, and he was preparing to swing it again. “You?” Paul said. “What the hell do you want?”

      The man pulled out a gun and shot Paul in the head, then he shot him in the heart. Paul groaned, and he stopped breathing.

      The man swung the bat again, hitting Paul on the other side of his ribs. He continued to swing the bat, striking his knees, stomach, and finally a brutal shot to the side of his head.

      Blood poured from several of the wounds and pooled on the ground. The man with the bat sprinkled some DNA around the scene, and, after tidying up, he left, walking out the way he came.

      He had half a mind to call it in, but he decided not to. Freddy and Chooch would find the body soon enough—if nobody else did. Then the shit will hit the fan.
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      I turned left onto Sycamore Street, then drove the few blocks to the house on Beech. I parked by the curb, grabbed the present on the seat, then got out and walked inside. 

      The front door wasn’t even closed before Dante raced across the living room, arms outstretched. “Is that for me, Dad?” 

      “It’ll be for nobody if you slip on those hardwood floors and crack your head.” 

      Dante laughed as he took hold of the present. “I don’t fall, Dad. Besides, I’m strong.”  

      “I know how strong you are. I felt your last punch; it almost knocked me down. Your muscles are getting big.” 

      He laughed like little kids do. “I know you’re kidding, Dad. But pretty soon I’ll be able to knock you down.” 

      I picked him up and laughed again. “I bet you will, you little devil. But for now, you’ll have to settle for trying to beat me at Nerf guns. Go get a couple guns and a bunch of bullets, and we’ll have a war. Only this time, I’m gonna win.” 

      Dante ran up the stairs and raced to his bedroom. “That’s what you think.” 

      “Don’t run on the stairs,” I hollered but knew the warning would go unheeded, as they all did.

      In less than five minutes, Dante came back down the steps holding two Nerf guns and a plastic bag filled with bullets. 

      “I got a lot of bullets, Dad. Let’s get started. You get the dining room, and I get the living room.” 

      “That’s not fair,” I said. “The living room’s bigger.” 

      “You had it last time,” Dante said. “And I still beat you.” 

      I hid behind the dining-room table and loaded my Nerf gun. After firing a few shots, I moved toward the living room as if I were sneaking up on him. 

      Dante peeked out from behind my chair and took several shots, then he raced forward and shot six or seven times. Three of the bullets hit me in the chest. I fell, holding my chest and moaning. 

      Dante laughed hard. “I got you, Dad. Again.” 

      Angela must have heard the ruckus. She came in from the kitchen. “Dad’s not very good. Is he Dante?” 

      “I beat him every time,” Dante said. 

      I got up from the floor and grabbed him, then tickled his belly until he begged me to stop. “That’s what you get for shooting your father,” I said. “Now let’s see what your mother fixed for dinner.” 

      I scooped Dante up in my arms, and as we walked into the kitchen, I kissed Angie. “Got a kiss for a wounded soldier?” I asked. 

      She smiled. “Not a very good soldier. You seem to lose every time.” 

      “You can’t blame me. I’m fighting a ninja warrior,” I said, and tickled Dante’s belly again. 

      “How about you and the ninja get washed up. Dinner will be ready in five minutes.” 

      “What are we having?” 

      “One of your favorites—polpettone.”

      I leaned forward and kissed her cheek. “Have I told you I loved you lately?” 

      “Not often enough,” Angie said, then smacked me with a cooking mitt. “Now get those hands washed and tell Rosa to get down here and set the table.” 

      We ate in silence—except for Dante—and after the meal, Rosa poured more wine for Angie and me. 

      “You want to play some cards tonight?” Angie asked. 

      I smiled. “I was thinking of that, babe, but probably not like you expected.” 

      She frowned. “You mean you want to play cards but not with me, right?” 

      “Damn, but you’re smart. They’re having a big game at the smoke shop, and I thought I’d go up and maybe win a few bucks.” 

      “How come I never see any of these bucks you win?” 

      “What? How about the grandfather’s clock I got you? Or the necklace you love so much? Both of those were paid for with winnings from the games. Not to mention all the presents I bring that little ninja.” 

      Yeah, Mom. Let Dad go,” Dante hollered. 

      Angie smiled. “All right,” she said. “Get out of here, but you better win.” She smacked my butt as I turned. “And win big. You need to bring me one of those presents.”

      “And me,” Rosa said. 

      “At this rate, I may not be home for days,” I said.

      “I’ll be waiting,” Dante said.

      “I’ll bet you will,” I said, and laughed.

      * * *

      I got to the game early so I could get my lucky seat, but Knuckles had gotten there even earlier. “Hey, Knuckles, your fat ass is in my seat.” 

      “Wrong, Nicky. My fat ass is in a seat, not your seat. I don’t see a name on that chair, and I don’t see a seating assignment.” 

      “Come on, Knuckles, you know I sit there all the time.” 

      “Correction. You usually sit there. Not tonight.” 

      I pulled out another chair, but then tried one more thing. “All right, ten bucks for the seat,” I said. 

      “Ten bucks? I wouldn’t piss on you for ten bucks. Make it fifty and I’ll do it.”

      “Fifty? Are you crazy? Fifty dollars for a seat.” 

      “It’s your lucky chair, Nicky. You said so yourself.”

      “How about twenty?” 

      “Fifty, or you take your chances with that loser chair you’re ready to sit in. But remember, that chair’s so bad, I don’t think anyone’s ever won while sitting in it. Might as well have a deuce painted on the seat.” 

      I shook my head and frowned. “All right, for Christ’s sake. Fifty it is.” I pulled a wad of bills from my pocket and peeled off a Grant. “Here. I hope you lose it quick.” 

      “Be thankful I didn’t ask for a Franklin,” Knuckles said. 

      “Fat chance you’d have had for that. I wouldn’t give you a Franklin if you were dying.” 

      “Don’t I know that, which is why I settled for a Grant.” 

      Knuckles stood and moved to what had always been Jimmy ‘the Gem’s’ seat. “Knuckles, you know that’s Jimmy’s seat.” 

      “I know whose fuckin’ seat it is. I got a new plan where I’m guaranteed to win; I’m gonna sell seats instead of playing cards. I might not make as much, but I got no chance of losing.” 

      I shook my head and laughed. “Knuckles, you’re a hoot. Anything for a buck.” 

      “No shit about that, Nicky. The way Doggs cuts this pot, you only got one winner—him. I’m out to make sure there’s another one.” 

      

      The game kicked off at eight on the dot, and the table was full, though I didn’t know anyone but Knuckles, Doggs, and Jimmy the Gem. The rest of the players were new. A guy named Fresno, who Jimmy said was new to town, BlackJack Joe, who I knew from long ago, but he’d been away serving time, and Stud Marino, who swore his nickname derived from his sexual stamina, but everyone who knew him claimed it was due to his penchant for playing five-card stud every time he dealt. 

      At the first break, when all the new guys were getting a drink, I leaned toward Knuckles. “Where’d all the new blood come from?” 

      “Doggs has been recruiting. He makes a lot from these games—as I said—so you know damn right well he’s not gonna let them slow down. I think he got most of the new blood from the north side, though a couple of them are fresh in town.” 

      I leaned back in the chair. “North side, huh? Up where the money is, right?” 

      Knuckles nodded. “Suckers with money. That’s what Doggs likes.” 

      The game started up in a few minutes, and by eleven o’clock, I was up about four hundred. On the next deal, I was dealt my third seven in a five-card stud game. Much to everyone’s disappointment, I was about to increase my winnings. 

      Jimmy the Gem bet fifty, and I raised a hundred. He hesitated, but then called—and lost. “Sorry, Jimmy,” I said. 

      “You’re one lucky son of a bitch,” Jimmy said. 

      “Hey, it’s not all bad,” one of the new guys said. “I know a guy who needs to off a nice platinum ring. You deal in jewelry, right?” 

      “What’s his name?” Jimmy asked. 

      “What’s my cut?” the guy asked.

      “The same I give everybody else,” Jimmy said. “Now spit out the name.”

      “Some guy named Campisi.” 

      “Campisi? From over in Canby Park?” Jimmy asked. “That son of a bitch knows me. Why didn’t he come to me first?” 

      “I’ve got no idea why he didn’t come to you, but don’t try cutting me out. I gave you the lead.” 

      Jimmy brushed his hand in the air. “Don’t worry. I’m not interested in cutting anybody out. I’m just wondering why he didn’t come to me.”

      “That whole family is a bunch of degenerates,” I muttered. “I know all of them, and they’re the same. Those sons of bitches are the reason I did ten years.” 

      “If I recall, Nicky, you killed one of them,” Knuckles said.

      “Self defense,” I said. “Anyway, Knucks, it’s your bet, so stop slowing down the game. And Jimmy, it’s up to you, but I wouldn’t do business with any of them.” 

      “Hey, Nicky. In my business, you don’t get to deal with society’s elite.” Gem turned to the newcomer. “What’s this platinum ring holding?” 

      “Two carats from what I heard,” the guy said. 

      Jimmy nodded. “All right. Send him over, and if it works out, I’ll send your cut to Doggs—after I get rid of the ring.”

      “How long will that take? To get rid of it, I mean.”

      “As long as it takes,” the Gem said. “Doggs will let you know.” 

      The guy nodded. “Just askin’. No need to get worked up.” 

      I continued to have a run of good cards, but then they turned a little. A little later, I decided it was time to quit—it was almost midnight, and I was up over five hundred. I called Doggs to cash in, figuring it wasn’t going to get much better. Five hundred made it a good night. Even Angie would be happy—and Dante would be ecstatic. 

      Charlie looked at his watch. “Hey, Nicky, where you going so early; it ain’t even midnight. You gotta give us a chance to win some back.” 

      “You lost your shot at that when you charged for my seat, Knuckles.” I stood and pushed the chair back. “See you guys next time.” 

      “You won’t have that seat next time,” Knuckles said. “I’ll make sure of that.” 

      I smiled. “I like that seat, Knuckles. It’s been good to me. But it won’t matter where I sit, I’ll still take your money.” I laughed and pinched his cheek. “See you at the next game.” 

      It was a nice night, and I’d won big, so I drove around for a few minutes to enjoy the fresh air. After about twenty minutes, I went home and sneaked into the house so I didn’t wake anyone.
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      Detective Ed Mrozinski stood in line waiting for coffee. It was one of those mornings when coffee was badly needed—even this coffee—and his impatience was being tested. Given the option, he’d have preferred good coffee, but that wasn’t an option, at least not on the way to the office.

      His phone vibrated, reminding him he had to turn the ringer on. Mrozinski looked at the caller ID, saw it was the station, and answered it. “Detective Mrozinski.” 

      “Detective, this is Peterson at the front desk. We’ve got a body, and you’re up.” 

      “Shit, that figures. The last thing I needed today was a body. Where is it, Peterson?” 

      “Canby Park. In the woods, halfway between the softball fields and the houses where the woods are thickest. And from what I hear, it’s a mess.” 

      “All right. I’m on my way. Tell Viola to meet me there. And in the future, at least wait until I’m done my coffee for Christ’s sake.” 

      “I hear you,” Peterson said. “What should I tell them about how long you’re going to be?” 

      “No more than twenty minutes. And remind whoever’s first on the scene not to touch anything. Last thing I need is a rookie ruining the crime scene.”

      “Got it, Detective. I’ll call Maddy now.” 

      

      Detective Maddy Viola was at the scene by the time Mrozinski arrived. 

      “Hey, Ed. How’s it going?” 

      “Par for the course. If you count looking at dead bodies first thing in the morning as normal. By the way, how the hell did you get here so quick?” 

      “I was close when Peterson called. I even skipped coffee, which you’ll have to make up for as soon as we leave here.”

      Mrozinski approached the body, then bent down to get a closer look. “Holy shit! That’s Paul Campisi.” 

      Maddy moved closer. “Damn, Ed. You’re right. I didn’t notice at first, but then again I didn’t know him that well.”

      “Understandable, Maddy. He never was one to stand out from the crowd, and considering how mangled his face is, it would be difficult for someone who did know him well.” Mrozinski walked away from the crime scene, kicked the dirt, and cursed. 

      “What’s the matter?” Maddy asked. 

      “What’s the matter is that him being a Campisi raises our suspect list at least tenfold. Nobody likes the Campisis.” 

      “Somebody had to not like him a hell of a lot to beat him like this.” 

      The medical examiner arrived, walking through the woods from Canby Park. “Good morning, Detective.” 

      “It might be a good morning for you, Fred, but not for Paul Campisi. And it’s going to make things difficult because his brothers are hotheads.” 

      “I presume you’re implying you need results quickly. Is that right, Detective?” 

      Mrozinski smiled. “That’s why I like working with you, Doc. And yes, you’re right. If I don’t do something to show we’re progressing on this case quickly, his brothers will do their own manner of investigating.” 

      “I’ll have something as soon as I can. Now, let me get to work. Gathering DNA in a setting like this isn’t easy.” 

      “All right. We’ll leave you to it. Maddy and I have to notify the family, anyway.” 

      Mrozinski and Maddy walked to her car since it was parked closer than his, and she drove to the Campisis’ house. 

      “The brothers are Freddy and Chooch,” Mrozinski said. “Paul was the oldest and probably the calmest. The other two are hotheads.” 

      “What are they into?” Maddy asked. 

      “Damn near everything,” Mrozinski said. “Gambling, soft porn, bookmaking, and almost anything else you can think of. I’m not sure about drugs, but I’ve heard they dabble in it.” 

      “So a nasty bunch no matter how you look at it.” 

      “Exactly,” Mrozinski said, then pointed to the side. “Don’t go over the bridge, Viola. Turn left just before you get there. They live halfway down the block on the left. And when we get there, let me do the talking.” 

      “You’ll get no argument from me,” Maddy said. “I hate doing notifications.” 

      “Pull over,” Mrozinski said. “It’s right there, the fifth house on the left.” 

      Maddy pulled to the curb, then they both got out and walked to the door. Mrozinski knocked lightly at first, then harder. He raised his hand to knock again when the door opened. 

      “Mrozinski, what the hell do you want?” 

      “Nice to see you too, Chooch. But I’m here on a serious matter.” 

      Chooch turned to look at the clock on the wall. “Ain’t nothin’ serious this time of the morning.” 

      “This is, Chooch. We found Paul dead this morning.” 

      “What? Paulie dead? Where? How?” 

      Freddy came into the living room wearing boxers and a T-shirt. “What’s going on, Chooch? Mrozinski, what are you doing here?” 

      “I’m here with my partner, Maddy Viola,” Mrozinski said. “We came to tell you—Paulie’s dead.” 

      “Dead? How?” Freddy asked. 

      “We found him in the woods,” Mrozinski said. “It looks like he was on his way home. He was halfway between the softball field and here.” 

      “Son of a bitch,” Freddy said. “We shouldn’t have let him walk home.” 

      “Who would do this?” Chooch asked. “I mean to Paulie? He was a nice guy.” 

      “Back up a minute,” Mrozinski said. “Freddy, what did you mean when you said ‘We shouldn’t have let him walk home’?”

      “We were at Manko’s, up on Fourth Street. Paulie was hammered and wanted to drive, so we took his keys and said if he wanted to go home he’d have to come with us or walk. He opted for the latter.” Freddy shook his head. “Damn, I shouldn’t have let him do it.” 

      “You couldn’t have known,” Mrozinski said. “About what time did he leave?”

      “I’m not positive. We left somewhere around midnight,” Chooch said. “I remember checking my watch right after we left.” 

      “What about you, Freddy? What time did you leave?” 

      “About the same time,” Freddy said. “We normally stay till the place closes, but last night we left early. And we came straight home. When Paulie didn’t come home right away, we figured he was staying till it closed.” 

      “You know anyone who would want to do this?” Maddy asked. 

      “I’ll do you better than that. I’ll tell you who probably did it—Nicky Fusco. That son of a bitch has been after our family for more than ten years. He killed my oldest brother, for Christ’s sake. And I’m not sure he didn’t have something to do with Bobby being killed. It’s either him or that asshole Donovan.” 

      “Did Nicky have anything against Paul?” Mrozinski asked. 

      “He didn’t need a reason; he had something against all of us,” Chooch said. “If your name is Campisi, he doesn’t like you.” 

      “Yeah,” Freddy said. “And it’s because he had to go to prison for killing my brother. He blames all of us for that.” 

      “How’d Paulie die?” Chooch asked.

      Mrozinski took a deep breath. “It appears as if he was beaten to death with something—a club, a stick—” 

      “A bat,” Freddy said. “I’ll bet ten bucks it was a bat.” 

      “Why do you say that?” Maddy asked. 

      “Because a baseball bat is Fusco’s signature weapon. Check out the guys he killed in Brooklyn a few years back.” 

      “That wasn’t Nicky,” Mrozinski said. “He was never charged for those murders.” 

      “Bullshit,” Chooch said. “Maybe the law said it wasn’t him, but it was him. Everybody knows. The only reason he wasn’t charged is because his buddy, Donovan, was the detective doing the investigating.” 

      “I’ve got to go with what the law says, Freddy, so if you think of anything else, let me know.” Mrozinski handed a card to Chooch. “You can always reach me on the cell number.”  

      “Like it’ll do any fuckin’ good,” Chooch said. 

      “Just call me if you get anything,” Mrozinski said, then he left. 

      Maddy opened the car door and slid into the passenger seat. “All right, Mrozinski, what now? The brothers didn’t seem to know anything—as we suspected—so where do we start?”

      “We do the normal investigative process until we hear from the medical examiner. If the report is as I expect, we then need to get some information from Brooklyn.”

      “And how do we do that? I know law enforcement agencies are supposed to cooperate, but they don’t have a strong track record of doing that. Besides, what do you expect to find in Brooklyn?”

      “As far as the cooperation, I know a detective in Brooklyn. He’ll help. And as far as what I expect to find, that depends on Dr. Frederick’s report. It might confirm things or it might not.”

      Maddy looked sideways at Mrozinski. “You think Fusco had something to do with this?”

      Mrozinski shook his head. “Not necessarily, but I can’t ignore facts, and the crime scene indicates he may have had something to do with it, not to mention what the brothers said—that he hated them.”

      “I don’t know, Mrozinski, I’ve heard Fusco’s a pretty square guy.”

      Mrozinski looked at Maddy and narrowed his eyes. “Depends on your definition of square. There are plenty of rumors about Fusco, and more than a few mention him killing people. I strongly suspect he killed more than a few when he and Monroe looked into that kidnapping case a while back.”

      Maddy took a sip from her bottle of water. “From what I heard of that case, I don’t know if I’d blame him. Sounded like pretty nasty people were involved.”

      “I won’t argue that,” Mrozinski said, “but killing is killing, and he’s been mentioned too many times in the company of dead bodies. All the murders seem justified, but there comes a time when you have to wonder.”

      “So we just wait on the coroner’s report?”

      “Not entirely,” Mrozinski said. “While we wait, let’s talk to the bartender where Paulie was and see if we can round up any customers who can help.”

      

      Twenty minutes later, Mrozinski parked in front of Manko’s. He held the door open for Maddy, then they approached the bar.

      Stan, the owner and bartender, was rinsing glasses. Maddy laid her badge on the bar. “Who was on duty last night?” she asked.

      “I was. Why?”

      Mrozinski showed his badge as well. “Detectives Mrozinski and—” 

      “I know who you are. Put the badges away. I don’t want to chase away the few customers I have.”

      Mrozinski looked around. “If anybody’s here at this time of day, I doubt they’d be scared by a badge.”

      “You’re probably right, but let’s play it safe. Tell me what you want.”

      Mrozinski leaned on the bar and whispered. “One of your customers—Paul Campisi—was killed after he left here.” 

      “Whoa! I told his brothers to take his keys. If they didn’t do it, it’s not my fault. Besides, he . . . hey, wait a minute, his brothers did take his keys, and he stayed here drinking. I remember now.”

      “Let me rephrase my statement. Paulie was murdered. Someone beat him to death.”

      “No shit? Where’d this happen?”

      “In the woods near the back of Canby Park. It looks like he was on his way home.”

      The bartender shook his head. “Son of a bitch! I knew Paulie could be an ass, but he wasn’t that much of an ass.”

      “How drunk was he when he left?”

      “Pretty damn drunk. He could barely walk, which is why I told his brothers to take the keys.”

      “He have any trouble with anyone when he was here?” Maddy asked.

      The bartender shook his head. “I didn’t see him piss anyone off. He didn’t even argue with his brothers, and he almost always argues with them.”

      Maddy looked to Mrozinski, who nodded. “All right, that’s all for now. If we have other questions, we’ll be back.”

      “I’m here six days a week. Stop by anytime.”

      The bartender hollered to Mrozinski as he opened the door to leave. “Hey, Detective. Wait a minute.” 

      “What?” 

      “It’s probably nothing, but Paulie was pestering this one lady all night—hitting on her every chance he got. And she was with a pretty big guy who didn’t look happy about the attention Paulie was giving her.”

      Mrozinski stepped back toward the bar with renewed interest. “Did you see an exchange of words between the two?

      “I didn’t see anything, but the guy and Janice—that’s her name—left shortly after Paul did.”

      “Describe shortly,” Maddy said. 

      Stan shook his head. “I don’t know. Two, maybe three minutes. It wasn’t long.” 

      “You got her name? Or his?”

      “I just told you, her name’s Janice, but I don’t know her last name. His, I don’t know at all. They’re usually in here two or three nights a week, though. Stop by on a Saturday night and you’re bound to catch them.” The bartender pointed to a table near the corner. “Usually somewhere over there.” 
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      “He was a help,” Maddy said once they were back in the car. “More than I expected.” 

      “I don’t know,” Mrozinski said. “If we buy what he said, it rules out everyone at the bar as obvious suspects. Or at least as suspects with obvious motives. Except Janice’s boyfriend, of course.”

      “Checking on Janice and the guy who accompanied her gives us a date for Saturday night, but what besides that?” Maddy asked.

      “Digging into Paul’s life and waiting on Fred. So let’s get back to the station and start digging.”
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            Want to Play Some Cards?
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      Tommy Nicks shuffled the deck, then dealt the hand. “Texas Hold ’em,” he said. “Ante’s five dollars, and the blinds are ten and twenty.”

      The betting started with Sammy Socks, who called, then Ruffio raised fifty. The fifty-dollar bet prompted three folds, followed by a raise of a hundred by Alphonse. 

      “Christ’s sake, Al, whataya got?” 

      “It only takes another one-fifty to find out, Sammy. You got the chips in front of you. Make the call.” Al laughed, then mumbled. “Make the call or shut up.” 

      Sammy looked like he was deciding whether to call when the door opened, and two masked men walked in. Both held guns. 

      The smaller of the two men pointed his gun from one player to the next. “Don’t make any stupid moves. If you do, I’ll have to shoot. And make no doubt about it, I will shoot. Now, put the money in a bag,” the smaller guy said.

      “All the money,” the other one said. “And do it quickly or I’ll do the shooting.” 

      Sammy Socks glared at them. “You know what you’re doin’? You know whose game this is?” 

      “I know whose game this is, and if I were you, I’d just worry about doing what I said. Now put the damn money in the bag.”

      The men stuffed wads of cash into a few paper bags and handed them to the robbers. “Don’t forget the house money,” the big man said.

      It took a few more minutes for Sammy to load the bag, then the two robbers collected the money, tied everyone up, and left. 
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      After leaving the card game, they rushed to the car, got in, and drove toward Red Hook.

      “Why you goin’ this way?” the smaller guy asked. 

      “Because we’re not finished. We got one more stop, then we’ll be done.” 

      “Another game?” 

      The big man shook his head. “Bucky’s joint. I heard he’s got two days’ worth, and it’s all there for the taking.” 

      

      A half hour later they parked outside a bodega in Red Hook. “Put on the mask,” the big guy said. Afterward, they walked inside and up to the counter, each of them pointing a gun.  

      The man behind the counter raised his hands and backed away from the register. “Take whatever you want. I don’t need any trouble.” 

      “And you won’t get any trouble if you get the bag you have in the back room. You know which one—the one with all Manny’s money in it.” 

      The guy shook his head. “I don’t—”

      The big man shot him in the arm, near the shoulder. “Get it now, or the next shot will cripple you, and the one after that will kill you.” 

      “Okay, okay,” he said. “I’m going back there now.” He held his arm while walking toward the back room. “I’ll only be a minute.” 

      “Good. And if you’re thinking of coming out of that room with anything but that bag, think again. There are two of us and we’ll have the guns trained on you.” 

      “I won’t,” he said. “Don’t worry.” 

      A moment later, he returned carrying a plain brown paper bag which looked to be filled with something. 

      “That it?” the big guy asked.

      “This is all of it,” he said. “You’re lucky because it’s two day’s worth. They didn’t pick it up yesterday.” 

      The big guy laughed. “I guess it’s our lucky night. Shame it isn’t yours.” After saying that, he fired two shots into the man, dropping him where he stood. He thought of ransacking the place, but decided not to waste the time.

      “Let’s get out of here,” the smaller guy said, and ran for the door. 
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      Giorgio got a call from Sammy Socks around midnight. “Sammy, what’s up?”

      “Somebody hit the fuckin’ game, Giorgio. Got everybody’s bankroll and the house money too.”

      Giorgio slammed his fist on the counter. “Son of a bitch!” 

      “You better get ready to hit something else,” Sammy said. “I just got a call from one of the bookies in Red Hook. He went to Bucky’s to lay off a big bet, and he found Bucky dead, which makes me guess the bag is gone.”

      “Manny’s gonna shit,” Giorgio said. 

      “That’s why I called you. I didn’t want to be the one to tell him.”

      “I hear you, Sammy.”

      “So you gonna take care of it for me?”

      “Yeah, I’ll tell him,” Giorgio said. “I’ll call him right now.” 

      He disconnected the call and dialed Manny. After half a dozen rings, he answered. “Manny, it’s Giorgio. I’m sorry if you were sleeping.” 

      “I wasn’t sleeping; I was taking a piss. Christ, it’s the middle of the day. But what’s up? Why are you calling?” 

      “A bag drop was hit in Red Hook—Bucky’s joint—and it sounds like the same guys hit Sammy’s game maybe an hour before.” 

      “Son of a bitch. Was it Joey?” 

      “I made a few calls after I heard. Turk thinks it might have been Joey. He got the call on the bodega, and witnesses in the neighborhood said there were two of them, and one had big fat hands.” 

      “Anybody hurt?” 

      “Bucky’s dead.” 

      Manny slammed his fist against the wall. “That does it. ‘Fat Fingers’ Joey is dead.” 

      “I thought we were giving shit like this to the cops now?” 

      “Fuck that. They broke the rules. Robbing the game was bad enough, but killing Bucky was uncalled for.” 

      “Boss, I hear you, but I still think it would be better to turn it over to the cops. Hell, it’s their job. Let them do the shit work. We can provide the clues if we have to, but let them handle the day-to-day stuff; besides, we don’t know for sure it’s Joey yet. We can’t act until we know.” 

      “I’ll see about letting the cops handle this,” Manny said. “It depends on how they respond. In the meantime, tell everyone to be on the lookout. I want Joey yesterday.” 

      “You got it, boss, but just remember, we don’t know for sure if it was Joey.”

      “I’m pretty damn sure. I’m sure enough to have him hunted down even if I don’t kill him yet.” 

      “Got it,” Giorgio said. “And sorry I called this late, but I figured you’d want to know.” 

      “You did good, Giorgio. Now get some sleep so you can find this prick for me. You don’t have to take him out yet, but I want him found.” 

      “I’ll find him, Manny. Goodnight.” 
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      Early in the morning, Manny called Sammy Socks. “Why didn’t you call me when the game was robbed?” 

      “Manny, I’m sorry. I called Giorgio right away.” 

      “What? He’s got a shorter number than me? How come you called him and not me?” 

      “I didn’t know if you were sleeping or not, and I didn’t want to wake you,” Sammy said. 

      “You knew damn right well I wasn’t sleeping, but at least that answer saved your ass. From now on, anything happens, you call me. Not Giorgio or anyone else. Got it? And I don’t give a shit what time of night it is.” 

      “Got it.” 

      “Good. Now get your ass busy and put everybody you got on the streets to find ‘Fat Fingers’ Joey. I know we aren’t sure he did it yet, but I’d bet on it. And I’d bet he’s hiding in the Bronx, or maybe Queens, so if you have any connections there, use ’em.” 

      “The Bronx? What about Dominic?” 

      “I’ll call Dominic in a little bit. He needs to know we got men looking there, and I’ll see if he’ll pitch in a couple pair of eyes, but don’t count on it. Get busy and look on your own.” 

      “Okay, Manny. We’ll get Joey. Don’t worry.” 

      “I’m not worried. I just want him. Did he get all the money?” 

      “All of it,” Sammy said. “House money too.”

      “Son of a bitch. His death just went from painless to excruciatingly painful.” 
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            The Report
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      Mrozinski got in early and gathered the files he had on the Campisi brothers. The files were full, but most of the information dealt with Paul’s brothers—Freddy and Chooch. Paul had kept a clean profile.

      The door opened and Maddy walked in. “Find anything interesting?”

      Mrozinski shook his head and frowned. “In twenty-five years, he’s had nothing more than a few traffic tickets. I can’t see anything worth killing over. Hell, nothing even close.”

      “Who can tell what’s worth killing over these days?” Maddy asked. “I’ve seen kids kill other kids over sneakers or sunglasses.”
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