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Dedication 
 
 

To my wife—the bestpartner, soul mate, lover and muse a man could ever have. And 
a great editor. 

 
 
 
 

Credo 

The first rule is don‟t let anyone get too comfortable, including yourself. 
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Prologue/ 

I fell off the fuckin‟ fence at about two in the morning. 

 

It was a dare with a few bucks involved, a bar bet.  Seemed like a totally plausible 

proposition at the time, but I wasn‟t counting on rain slick on steel pipe, a stumble over my 

own foot and a broken collarbone.  Then again I was quite drunk and celebrating a divorce, 

not from a woman but from a job, and the settlement of an estate, an inheritance.  Freedom is 

heady and when mixed with alcohol can become pretty painful. 

 

My only solace was that I made it twenty feet on the top of the chain link cross bar in the 

rain before careening into an empty dumpster pretty much head first with a torso twist to the 

right and a head tuck which put the entire momentum of my falling mass on my shoulder 

when I hit the steel floor of the container. 

 

I was told later that it was a rather dramatic fall.  The crowd in the alley behind the bar 

was quite large and appreciative of the twenty feet or so that I had advanced on the steel pipe 

connecting the fence posts.  I don‟t remember anything about the actual event after the 

stumble and slip and the tuck, then black. 

 

I was told that the crowd had clapped loudly though.  It must have been very 

entertaining. 

 

I came to with my shoulder in a sling inclined from the waist up in a hospital bed and a 

pretty indifferent staff of a local emergi-center who were used to the drunken antics of 

middle-aged idiots on Saturday night, or more accurately in the early hours of Sunday 

morning.  No sympathy was forthcoming.  Truth be known, I had even less for myself. 

 

I wasn‟t completely sure if the headache that I was experiencing was a result of the fall, 

the quart of whatever I was intent on finishing before I took the bet and left the bar and 

headed toward the alley and the fence, or a combination of both.  I was kind of obsessed with 

that question although it really didn‟t matter; my head just hurt like hell and I had an urgent 

need to puke. 

 

She was in her thirties, wore scrubs, beautiful, medium height, compact toned body and 

she thought that I was funny. 

 

At that moment I didn‟t feel very funny.  In fact, the first interface that I had with her 

was while she held a pan below my chin resting against my chest and I threw up. 

 

Four weeks later we were living together.  A week after that she was dead.  She was 

cremated shortly after the murder.  It all happened while I was out of town.  After settling 

what few affairs she had since I was the only one in Taos who seemed to know anything about 

her, I set out to find her killer. 
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Chapter 1/ 

I didn‟t love her.  I mean not in the romantic sense.  We had fun together, enjoyed each 

other in every way over those weeks, but I wasn‟t planning to settle.  I had just gotten 

freedom from a twenty-year work gig, and with respect to the two of us I figured when the 

physical fascination and intellectual stimuli wore off one or both of us would move on. 
 

It might have been different at a different time when my head was in another place. 

 

Time with her was a welcomed interlude though.  Witty, smart, curious.  I could have 

walked away after she died.  But she didn‟t deserve what happened to her, and she apparently 

had no one else to care, so I needed to settle things in her behalf. 

 

I have killed before and for less reason.  Part of a job, a way of life that I was trained for, 

with little thought or passion, but this was different, necessary.  It was personal.  Give as 

someone gave, only worse.  There is no cosmic justice, I‟ve found, so it was up to me to obtain 

it for her. 

 
It wasn‟t anything heroic, I simply had no choice. 

 
*       *      * 

 

I always sensed that there was someone or something.  Someone or something she didn‟t 

talk about, someone or something she feared.  I didn‟t press, but I knew.  I didn‟t know who, 

what or why, but I just knew.  Truth be known, most of us fear something, and the true threat 

of it is a matter of degree unique to the individual.  What can be terrifying to one person can 

simply be a benign consideration or nuisance to another. 

 

You can always tell when someone is on the run.   She was, and she had chosen northern 

New Mexico to find refuge and anonymity.  It obviously didn‟t work. 

 

Where to start?  There wasn‟t much. 

 

We were living together in her little rented territorial style bungalow built probably in 

the thirties or forties.  Quaint, funky and in the historic district.  Month to month and from 

what I knew about rentals pretty overpriced, but then everything in those neighborhoods is. 

 

But since I was the only one who was around to handle her affairs after her murder, I 

found that she had put down not only first and last month‟s rent but a hefty deposit.  The 

landlord said he never ran a credit check.  The five thousand dollar cash deposit that she gave 

him was credit check enough. 

 

I‟m pretty good with accents.  Kind of a hobby from lots of traveling.  I knew from 

listening to her that she was East Coast, maybe in the tri-state area, or to those who don‟t live 
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there the New York City metropolitan area that includes the city and adjacent New Jersey, 

Connecticut and New York state.  In short, anywhere you can commute into New York City 

from.  Anyone within that radius considers themselves New Yorkers of a fashion.  It‟s like if 

you live in Surprise, Arizona and someone on the East Coast asks you where you are from you 

tell them Phoenix. 

 

There are a multitude of accents unique to different parts of the tri-state.  Brooklyn is 

different from The Bronx, as is Staten Island from Hoboken.  Astoria Queens is amazingly 

distinct and limited to a rather small area.  She sounded like Jersey.  Near the city and not in 

the rural part of the state or on the shore and not the “Jersey girl” nasal twang, but educated 

and upper middle or somewhat upper-class. 

 

So, she had a rather substantial amount of cash for a non-degreed minimum wage health 

worker and a tri-state accent, maybe New Jersey.  What else? 

 

I wandered through the house, strangely quiet without her.  I hadn‟t been here since I 

came back after she was murdered and found some cops that day waiting for me in the house 

that we had shared. 

 

A month or so before the fence walking incident I had come back to Taos where my 

mother had lived to clear up her estate.   The sale of mom‟s house actually had closed that 

morning before I fell into the dumpster and I had deposited the check for the proceeds of 

which I was the sole heir.  In my mother‟s far‟ or shortsightedness, she had added my name to 

the deed just a few years ago, so there was no need for it to go through probate, and the net 

proceeds afforded me the luxury along with some money I had saved to look toward new 

horizons, or forget old ones.  I figured I was ready for it and somewhat overdue so I decided 

to go out and celebrate and ended up with a fracture and a hangover to boot.  But in the 

course of events I met Susan. 

 

But back to the house I shared with Susan.  I‟m probably more sentimental than I would 

like anyone to know, but the house we shared held too many recent good memories; I learned 

a long time ago to stay out of trouble if you can control the circumstances, and that included 

physical and emotional trouble as well.  Staying on there, in the house that we shared, would 

open me to vulnerability that few knew that I had, and that I really didn‟t want to deal with 

anyway, so I had taken up short-term residence in a hotel until everything was cleared up. 

 

I strolled around the little bungalow.  The house had lost its life.  It seemed to smell a 

little stale.  I opened a couple of windows.  It really didn‟t help much.  The house was just as 

dead as the good times that we had enjoyed there.  Memories are terribly overrated or maybe 

just too painful to acknowledge. 

 

I walked out into the little back yard from a screened in back porch.  At some time in the 

past, the screen door had been widened to accommodate moving appliances in and out of the 

kitchen, evidently during a remodeling.  There was a large freezer that still sat in the screened 

in porch.  When you opened the screen door, which swung out, there were three steps down 
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from a stoop to a concrete walk that went to a storage shed at the back of the yard and a gate 

that opened to the alley. 

 

We had seeded the yard just two weeks before her murder and it was coming up nicely 

before I left town, lush and green.  I had used an old push mower that was in the shed to give 

it a once over just before I left for El Paso. 

 

Now, a few weeks later it was mostly wilted and dying, the ground dry and the red earth 

hard below the browning grass.  Nobody had watered it and save a dark green patch about 

two feet from the bottom step and to the right of the walk that was trying to hold on it was 

mostly dry green going brown. 

 

It reflected the house as a whole.  Losing life, devoid of warmth and sustenance.  It 

reminded me that all feeling is virtual and without stimulus there is only a void.  She had 

been the stimulus, her vitality, her warmth, her wit, her mind.  Now there was just the void. 

 
I pushed the memories aside.  I had work to do and had to immerse myself in the task 

out of a need to avenge her and probably to save myself as well. 

 

*      *      * 

 

I dug through what little she had left behind.  Pretty nondescript.  Some pay stubs with 

her name, Susan McCormick, no Social Security Number—they don‟t do that anymore—and 

our address. 

 

I remembered she didn‟t particularly like me to call her Susan. She said, “Call me Missy. 

My mom used to say „now look, Missy‟ and my brothers and sisters started calling me that 

and then so did everyone else and it stuck.” 

 

So that‟s what I called her, Missy. 

 

I kept on looking through her things, the house, nooks and crannies.  Nothing. 

 

It‟s a fact.  People always, even if they are trying to get away from their past, always hold 

on to something.  A touchstone, something.  I just had to find it.  That object or objects would 

begin to lead me toward her identity and her killer.  Something had to be there, something 

she left. 

 

She didn‟t have a car.  Curious in the Southwest where everyone drives.Very urban, 

eastern, the no car thing.Accent, public transportation, tri-state area again.  She took the bus 

to work from our place, and even if she missed it the house was only six blocks away from the 

emergi-center and in Taos that‟s pretty close. 

I hadn‟t paid any attention to any of this until they found her body because the time we 

spent together was mostly consumed with wine, food, sex and talk about jazz and art.  She 

liked MOMA as I recalled.  Metropolitan Museum of Modern Art, New York, tri-state. 
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Clothes, odds and ends, a TV, Bose radio, a roll on luggage piece with a blank 

identification tag, an iPod, and some dishes and cooking stuff.  Her handbag and a key fob 

with the house key.  That was pretty much it.  Since I wasn‟t inclined to stay there and was 

ensconced in a hotel room for the duration, I figured I‟d cede the place to the landlord at the 

end of the month since she had rented it month to month.  Besides that she was dead, so 

what was he going to do about it? 

 

And, I sensed that I had places to go, though I wasn‟t quite sure where yet.  Just that it 

would most probably be east, everything pointed in that direction. 

 

Based on what I knew or surmised about her someone had come to Taos to kill her or 

sent someone to do it for them.  They had come or sent someone from wherever Susan had 

relocated from and were probably long gone.  Came in, I surmised, did the deed and left. 

 

I couldn‟t see any purpose in trying to figure out who might have done it here.  I would 

have a better chance by going back to where Susan had run from or more specifically find out 

who she had been running from and why. 

 

On the thirty-first I walked into the landlord‟s office and handed him her key after I gave 

him my copy.  That was when I noticed it.   Her fob had a big “R” silhouette in heavy metal 

coated with shiny baked-on red enamel attached to a short chain and what appeared to be a 

gold star and a diamond or something that looked like a diamond mounted in the middle of 

it.  It wasn‟t the type of thing you bought at a car wash while you were waiting—it was a piece 

of jewelry.  Substantial, well-crafted and based on the wear something that she had kept for a 

long time. 

 

It had been there all the time.  I hadn‟t noticed it because I was looking so hard for it or 

rather something.  I had picked it up though when I walked through the house from the tray 

on a small table near the front door where she usually put her key and fob when she came 

into the house.  I had just picked them up and put them in my pocket.  An automatic thing 

without really looking at it.  It was just a key. 

 

I stood in front of the landlord‟s desk and appraised it, the fob, and recognized the font 

of the letter on it. 

 

Big red “R”.  Rutgers University.  New Jersey.  Less than an hour south and west of New 

York City.  The fob also had two elements that might distinguish it: there was a gold star and 

what appeared to be a small diamond set in it. 

 

I gave the landlord the key to the bungalow and kept the fob. 

 

Then, I hoped not out of morbid curiosity, I drove down the alley to where they had 

found her body in the weeds by a telephone pole.   It was just a few doors away from a bar, 

actually the same one where I had taken the fence walking bet, the same alley.  I got out of my 

Jeep and took a look.  
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Chapter 2/ 

I had one more stop to make before leaving to drive down to Albuquerque.  The Taos 

police department. 
 

They had asked me to tell them if I was leaving town after I showed up at the house three 

days after they found her body, but that was almost two weeks ago and I had given them my 

basic info, where I had been for 5 days (El Paso) and who I was with.  I also gave them a 

number to call. 

 
I could have blown off the visit to the PD.  It wouldn‟t have been the first time I skipped 

town and my good citizenship medal was still as tarnished as ever.  I was really more curious 
about what they knew about my deceased lover than performing my civic obligation. 

 

**      * 

 

Taos isn‟t particularly a hotbed of capital crime.  Artsy types, some real artists and 

craftspeople and the tourist business.  Murder gets attention from the higher ups who usually 

deal with petty theft from tourist shops, DUIs and a marijuana possession bust or two every 

night.  I imagine my dumpster dive was the premier event of that Sunday morning and a bit 

of novelty to break up the boredom since I remember seeing a couple of cops among the 

spectators. 

 

Murder of course gets a lot of attention in tourist havens like Taos for one reason: it‟s 

bad for business, and the issues with respect to the event are usually resolved quickly and 

quietly, especially when they involve someone who just blew into town with no apparent 

affiliations, that nobody particularly cared about and if there is no reasonable suspect, and no 

particular reason to believe they are still within the city limits, or a prominent member of the 

community. 

 

Captain “Mongo”Chee looked like a Chinese sumo wrestler.  Big, bigger, biggest.  I knew 

everyone called him Mongo, but the name on the plate on his desk was Mao Chee. 

 

I was ushered into his office and told he would be with me in a few minutes. 

 

The walls were covered with memorabilia: pictures with politicos, and older mementos 

and pictures that indicated some previous military type of experience.  Looked like Special 

Forces, but Mongo was really big for SF.  Those guys tend to be smaller and wiry.  Maybe he 

was a specialist in some other special unit or ops, maybe clandestine training, maybe 

something dark or perhaps black.  One picture had Mongo dressed in dark green camo 

wearing a black bandana that looked like a do-rag wrapped around his huge head and his face 

was made up in black.  He had on the full rig—utility belt, grenades, assault knife.  He was 

holding an M-16.  No insignia or rank, no caption on or below the picture identifying the unit 
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or location where the picture was taken except that it looked tropical, maybe Southeast Asia,  

South America. 

Nobody puts a picture like that on their wall unless they have a huge ego and they aren‟t 

for real, or they have been there, earned the right and is for real.  I was looking over the rig 

that he was outfitted with when Captain Chee walked in the room. 

 

“Thanks for coming,” Mongo said, tossing his hand in the direction of the walls as he 

took his position behind his desk.  “I was quite full of myself back then, but I guess I earned 

it; technically I should never have had that picture taken or kept it.  Have a seat.”  He 

motioned toward a chair in front of his desk. 

 

I sat down and took him in.  I wondered which was larger, his form or his ego? 

 

It wasn‟t the first time.  I had spent a few minutes with him when I was interviewed 

following Susan‟s murder a little over a week ago, but now I had more time to appraise him.  

Not because he was of particular interest or special, just because I do it with everyone I 

encounter on more than a casual basis. 

 

He certainly filled out the uniform.  But as big as he was and corpulent I wouldn‟t want 

to fool around with him.  Under that layer of fat was solid muscle that could crush a man of 

average size, and I was shorter than average, a skosh over five seven.  He had on his captain‟s 

uniform with a crisp starched summer short-sleeved shirt.  He had the Asian yellow to tan 

skin enhanced some by the New Mexico sun on his face. 

 

I recalled the picture, it looked like tropics.  I looked for battle scars.  Maybe he had seen 

action.  Few of the real guys walk away without something either physical or psychological 

even if it isn‟t more than malaria and night sweats and unpleasant dreams. 

 

He was pretty clean from what I could see.  Maybe a few shaving nicks on his neck but 

they weren‟t vintage, and on his arms as big as they were he had only a few blemishes and no 

significant scars, only tattoos. All that I noticed was that the inside of his left arm was 

somewhat darker in skin tone, maybe a birthmark or just pigmentation slightly darkened by 

sun exposure.  You could tell this guy seriously worked out and wasn‟t a desk jockey.  He 

spent time in the field.  Whatever his background, at least as a physical specimen he was very 

intact and huge. 

 

Psychologically, hell who knows what‟s going on up there, but again, that‟s always 

something I ponder.  Just one of my things.   Actually I marvel daily that given how many 

people there are on this planet that we all get along a well as we do. Mongo seemed pretty 

cordial to me that morning though. 

 

Mongo in total was quite a physical specimen. 

 

Even though I had some professional boxing experience under my belt I never let it go to 

my head.  Little wiry Mexican featherweights and big guys like Mongo were deadly.  Keeping 
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the Mexicans away was like swatting an attack of persistent angry bees, and with guys like 

Mongo you were simply dead if they ever got to you. 

Powerful arms propelling devastating blows and you simply can‟t hurt them in general 

because of their bulk and size.   In short, body density.  It‟s best to stay away from both types.  

I‟ll take a cruiser or heavyweight, even buffed with long arms any day over either one of them. 

 

Compact guys like me work best when you get in close and most big long-limbed guys 

aren‟t really that fast just because of arc geometry and physics.  Get in close, tuck your head 

and work the body.  When they back off nail them while their dukes are down while you‟re 

still inside their swing reach. 

 

I never did cage fighting.  That came in vogue after my time in the ring, but if a guy like 

Mongo ever got his hands on you, you‟d tap out in a heartbeat.  Guaranteed.  Pure, pure 

brutal strength and power.  He could throw me around if he wanted to like a doll, or in a 

serious situation simply break my neck or cave in my skull with a single blow.  I thought 

about the picture on the wall. 

 

Being tough means knowing your limits, and Mongo was beyond mine.  I‟m not ashamed 

to admit it, and I know I‟m pretty tough. 

 

Mongo flipped open a folder lying on his desk pad. 

 

“Thanks for checking in,” he almost mumbled as he scanned the file, “most people just 

split.  No respect.” 

 

“I don‟t mess with cops,” I replied.  “Especially ones built like you.” 

 

“It‟s all for looks.  I‟m really a sweetheart.”  He looked up and smiled. 

 

“I‟ll take your word for it.  By the way, a question just for curiosity‟s sake.” 

 

“Go for it.” 

 

“Mao, how did you get that handle?” 

 

“Grandfather back in China was part of the cultural revolution in the thirties and then in 

the forties.  Actually followed Mao on the trek across China.  Brutal time, but grandfather was 

a believer, a revolutionary.  Our family were very loyal followers until the fallacies began to 

come to the fore decades later and it was apparent that China was really a third world 

economy touting itself as superior by lying to its population, most of whom lived in poverty 

and that what was to be a people‟s collective was a tyranny managed by few exploiting the 

many. 

 

“My father figured out that The Great Leap Forward was a dud and that it was leading to 

even more dire consequences for the masses and decided to bail.  He brought the family out 
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after patiently pulling a lot of strings and I‟m sure paying a lot of bribes.  We came to the 

United States and rebuilt our lives, but I had already been named Mao and we never changed 

it.  “Mongo is what I like to be called.  Mao is only on my nameplate.  I‟m not ashamed of it, a 

circumstance of time and place, but call me Mongo, please.” 

 

“Thanks for the background, Mongo.  I‟m always interested in the where‟s and why‟s.  

Anyway, I‟m out of here, Taos, I mean.  I assume everything checked out on me.” 

 

“You were where you said you were and with the people you said you were with when the 

woman was murdered.  Then there was the phone call.” 

 

“I don‟t usually give that number out, but my girlfriends don‟t usually get offed,” I said. 

 

“Kind of a professional courtesy too, I would think.  Even though nobody seemed to be 

too forthcoming on what you do or did, I think we play on the same field of sorts.  I 

understand that they were curious where you were and why they hadn‟t heard from you.” 

 

“So you talked with them?” 

 

“No, after I called and made the inquiry someone higher up the line got the response.  I 

know when not to ask why.  Some things are best unasked and unanswered.” 

 

“But they said that I was on the level?” 

 

“That‟s what I was told.  I think the word was „solid.‟” 

 

“Intelligent too?”  I smiled smugly with a bit of irony.  Joviality can often open doors. 

 

“They kind of indicated that too, but that fence walking thing you did was pretty stupid.” 

 

“Point well taken,” I acknowledged. 

 

“So was shacking up with a woman who you hardly knew, who probably picked up some 

other guy in a bar the minute you went out of town, and got herself killed.” 

 

“You‟re right, Captain, I really didn‟t know her, but I‟m pretty sure she knew me.  I figure 

she was looking for me when we met.” 

 

“How so?”  Chee asked, a quizzical expression on his face. 

 

“Just a hunch.”  

 

Mongo looked down at his folder and I detected a little shake of his head from side to 

side. 
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“That would have been an incredible coincidence,” he said. 

 

“Incredible,” I agreed.  
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Chapter 3/ 

I figured that he thought that my ego was talking and he just brushed off any urge to 

reply to my statement other than his throw-away comment. He shuffled his file, glanced at a 

Post-it on it, looked up and said, “Just one thing before you leave.  Maybe you can help us 

figure out what to do with her effects.  We couldn‟t find out about family or anything and we 

figured that you might know someone she was related to.” 
 

“Run her „Social‟?” 

 

“Yeah, but no luck there.  No work history before the emergency room job for about four 

years.  Born in Lexington, Kentucky and that‟s about it.  Had a clerk call as many 

McCormicks as they could dig up in the Lexington area but nobody had ever heard of her.   

 

“Any work history on the East Coast?” 

 

“No, south and southwest.  No real career path.  Just restaurants, bars and health care 

here, there and everywhere.” 

 

I answered, “I can‟t help you with the family thing, but as long as we‟re talking about 

personal affects I wanted to ask you when your people dropped her purse and house key back 

at the house.” 

 

“What purse, what key?”  Mongo kind of shifted in his chair and acted interested. 

 

“From what you told me when we first talked, she had walked two blocks from the house 

to the Viva Loca Cantina at about nine in the evening.  It was a Thursday night and the pre-

„thank god it‟s Friday‟ crowd had showed up in force.” 

 

“Along with the usual complement of tourists,” Chee added. 

 

“She was seen hanging out at the bar until about eleven.  She was approached by a 

number of men but didn‟t engage in any lengthy conversation according to what you told me 

when we talked last week and seemed to turn down a couple of requests to dance.” 

 

“That‟s what we were told.” 

 

“Then she excused herself and went to the ladies room or seemed to be going there 

according to the bartender.  Her tab was still open.  The last anyone recalls seeing her she was 

walking to the back of the bar and down a long hall with the restrooms at the end.” 

 

“Right so far.” 

 

“She never came back.” 
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“Correct, the bartender figured she skipped out on the tab.” 

 

“About three hours later someone found her body in the alley behind the building 

obscured by a clump of weeds and brush.” 

 

“That‟s the story.  We figured somebody grabbed her in the hall and took her out through 

the back door.” 

 

“No rape, just a very clean throat slit severing everything almost back to her spine, 

almost a decapitation.” 

 

“Those are the gory details.” 

 

“So what about the purse and her key?” I asked again. 

 

Mongo got it.  You could see it in his eyes. 

 

I continued, “You ever hear of a woman going to a bar, then to the ladies room without 

her purse?  I know she only carried one and it was on the floor of the bedroom next to the 

dresser where she always put it when she came in.  I saw it there when I came back from my 

trip, just before your guys popped up to ask who I was and why I was there.  And her house 

key?  Why would it be in the tray where she usually put it when she came in if she never came 

home?  There were only two, and I had the other one, and I was in El Paso.” 

 

Mongo leaned back, clasped his hands and steepled his fingers in front of his face and 

thought for a moment before he replied. 

 

“I see your point, but I‟m not sure it changes much.  She‟s dead.  Someone killed her.  We 

haven‟t got a clue who or why.  Something happened and probably was over quickly and 

whoever did it is long gone.  As far as motive, I can‟t get real hung up about it, it was probably 

a spur of the moment thing fueled by alcohol, something stupid, but then again it doesn‟t 

seem any more stupid than a guy trying to tightrope walk on a chain link fence rail in the 

rain.” 

 

I could tell that Mongo Chee just wanted to return to his world of petty theft, DUIs, 

possession busts and just brush this under the rug.  It‟s better for the tourist trade that way 

anyhow.  He wasn‟t curious about her purse or the key; he just wanted to write this off the 

blotter.  The sooner the better. 

 

No use arguing.  Even though Taos ain‟t exactly “boondocks-ville,” it‟s still a small 

community and these things get tidied up pretty quickly.I shut up and didn‟t ask any more 

questions.  The cordial atmosphere had definitely changed during the course of our 

conversation. 
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But, I had one final request.  And I‟m sure he complied only as a result of the telephone 

number and the call some superior in his hierarchy had received, and because he would do 

pretty much anything to get rid of me at that point because I was a nitty pain in the ass. 

 

I got three autopsy photographs of Susan.  Her neck had been sewn crudely back 

together and her skin was waxy almost translucent devoid of color.  There was no indication 

at all of lividity or the pooling of blood in the lower parts of the body that creates a deep blue 

purple color in the areas where the body had laid after death.  It was only possible if the 

corpse had been completely drained of blood shortly after dying. 

 

I had no other photograph of her and she had no driver‟s license.  This was the best I 

could do.  Chee didn‟t ask why I wanted them.  I don‟t think he cared much, at any rate he 

didn‟t ask; some questions are best unasked and unanswered, and I knew he didn‟t want to 

talk to me anymore, so I left with the photographs. 

 

He didn‟t say good luck, bon voyage or anything, just grunted “goodbye” as he sat behind 

his desk and shook his head a little from side to side in a silent “good riddance.” 

 

He was relieved that I was leaving town and didn‟t give a shit what I walked away with as 

long as I was gone, hopefully never to return to Taos. 

 

I left the station, got in my Jeep and pointed it south toward Albuquerque and long-term 

parking at the airport. 

 

The accent, plenty of cash, no apparent relatives or ties, public transportation, tri-state 

area, MOMA, Rutgers, a work history in positions well below her station and apparent 

educational and intellectual interests or capabilities and not in the East.   No rape, a clean 

surgical murder, and a purse and her house key two blocks away from the scene in her 

bedroom and on the entry table. 

 
The pieces of the puzzle were scattered on the table of my mind as I drove south through 

Santa Fe.  There were more hidden in the box and I had to shake it to get them out.  Then I 
had to put them together. 
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Chapter 4/ 

Marty Feldheim‟s studio in Soho, Lower Manhattan, is a feast for the eyes.  Not far from 

the fashion district there is usually plenty of eye candy coming and going, and since the trend 

in runway models has been moving slowly toward a more womanly form from the anorexic 

eighties and nineties I have always enjoyed my visits there.After all, from my standpoint the 

feminine form is the only reason to believe that there may be a god. 

 

Marty does a lot of catalog work, ad work, and special portfolios as well as specialty 

projects for clients who prefer to remain unnamed. 

 

But back to the girls.  Most are still just as snooty with the “I‟m a model and you‟re not 

even in the running for my interest” poses that mask the “I‟m a model today and hopefully 

tomorrow” insecurity. But I go to Marty‟s studio for two reasons. 

 

The first is the same reason why I go to the Metropolitan Museum or MOMA or the Tate 

Modern: to view beauty that I know I can never own.  And I‟m a modern man, nobody ever 

owns a woman even though if you are worth enough some of the women in Marty‟s studio 

might lead you to believe that you could. 

 

The second is because Marty Feldheim is a genius and has done business for my former 

employers (I only wish they would understand the “former” part, but they say there is no 

quitting) who are among those who prefer to remain unnamed but they are known on the 

inside as “The Outfit.” 

 

Marty is a genius in photographic forensic restoration, and today—aside from admiring 

his stable of beauties who because they might not be models tomorrow always eye me with 

the “maybe if things don‟t work out this is some high roller with a home in the Hamptons” 

guise behind the intended uninterested look—I carried the morgue photos of Susan.  I needed 

him to work his magic and give me something presentable to show anyone who might have 

known her so I could start figuring out a few more of the pieces of the puzzle, like who she 

really was. 

 

Marty took the photographs, smiled and held up two fingers. 

 

Two days later I returned.   

 

Marty offered me a chair in his office, pulled a packet off his credenza and pushed it over 

the desk toward me.I opened it slowly and saw about a half dozen sheets of 8x10 

photographic paper packed inside.  I pulled them out. 

 

There she was in many variations.  He had taken the morgue photos and somehow 

morphed them into an intact and realistic representation of the beautiful woman I had 
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shared such a short indulgent time with.  Some were closer to her essence than others but 

anyone who ever knew her couldn‟t mistake any of the six photographs for anyone but Susan. 

 

“Damned good . . .” I said involuntarily, almost reverently. 

 

“Too damned bad,” he said in a similar low tone.  “She was really beautiful.  What a 

waste.” 

 

It was quiet for a bit as I looked through the images once more. 

 

“Pick the best most faithful images and I‟ll make some pocket prints for you to show 

around.” 

 

“How soon?” 

 

“We‟re a full service shop,” he responded.  “While you wait; besides everything‟s digital 

anymore.  We only save the film work for the purists, the nerds and people who don‟t know 

any more about photographic images than they know about the wines they pay too much for.” 

 

I picked three of the best and Marty walked out of his office and returned a few moments 

later. 

 

“Fifteen minutes?” he said as he took his chair again.  “Bill them to the same account?” 

 

“If you take plastic I‟ll straighten up with you today,” I answered.  “Not following that 

career path anymore.” 

 

“Got it,” he nodded understandingly, then leaned back in his chair, stretched out his 

arms and cupped his hands behind his head indicating a change to more casual conversation. 

 

“You know when you were here a few days ago you sparked a little more than the usual 

„so who‟s that guy?‟ interest.” 

 

“I can‟t afford any of them,” I responded.  “Currently unemployed, or on hiatus is a more 

socially acceptable term, I suppose.  Bottom line is that I‟m living on the down side of two 

hundred grand that I managed to procure and stash and some plastic that I pay off every 

month.  No other visible support and as I‟m planning to milk that money as long as I can I 

can‟t afford any of your „Diamond Girls‟ and certainly wouldn‟t want to lead any of them on.  

Besides, I‟m not exactly tall and I‟d just look like a mid-life crisis personified with the human 

version of a Ferrari on my arm that everyone would figure I couldn‟t drive.” 

 

“Well, the one who expressed interest beyond the usual curiosity wanted to know about 

you. I said you weren‟t rich, but maybe a little dangerous.” 

 

“And . . .” 
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“Erica, her name‟s Erica.  She said she doesn‟t care about the money, but the dangerous 

part seemed interesting.” 

 

“Yeah, but we still have the height thing.” 

 

“So, Steve McQueen wasn‟t tall and he nailed Faye Dunaway in The Thomas Crown 

Affair.” 

 

“Camera angle and a work of fiction,” I said without missing a beat. 

 

“Ali McGraw was a model and a co-star and he married her.” 

 

“Yeah, well he was Steve McQueen and I‟m not.” 

 

“True, but there is an ace in the hole.  She‟s a petite-sized model.  Half-Italian and half-

Spanish.  We focus her on the Latino market.  A brunette, scaled down but a great figure, 

tight bodied, used to be a gymnast and, by the way, she comes with an attitude.” 

 

“I‟m only in the city for…” I looked at my cheap rubber watch, “maybe a few more hours.” 

 

“She just wants to meet you for a drink.  I have her cell.  This afternoon if she can make 

it?” 

 

“So, is there a brain on top of that brunette, scaled down, tight body with an attitude?” 

 

“Smart little pain in the butt.  Did some Princeton pre-law and a tony prep school before 

university in Jersey.  Family have the bucks so she‟s not looking for yours, and she dropped 

out of the Ivy League to do the modeling thing and live in the city until her looks start to go 

thin. Then she‟ll get the law degree.  That‟s the thumbnail.” 

 

“Impressive, but was the „pain in the butt‟ thing a Freudian slip, Cupid?” 

 

“Hell no, she‟s no more of one than you can be.  That‟s why I thought you two would hit it 

off.  Let‟s say you are both passionate in a practical cold-hearted sort of way.” 

“I‟m not sure if that‟s a compliment or not; sounds more like you think we‟re pragmatic, 

caring sociopaths.  Sure you aren‟t just trying to set me up to salve my pain?  I lost my 

mother, you know that.” 

 

“Word gets around,” he observed. 

 

“So, are you just trying to make me feel better by setting me up with one of your little 

hotties?” 

 

“Hardly.  You seem to get over things pretty quick or you probably couldn‟t do what I 

think you do.” 
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“Did,” I corrected.  But you’ll never know what I did, I thought, and then I reasoned 

maybe he did but you never knew in my business—or my former business, I hoped.  

Everything was smoke and mirrors.  Nobody knew really what anyone really knew, and 

nobody knew everything about anybody except The Outfit.  They seemed to know everything.  

After a while it didn‟t bother you anymore.  It was just the way it was. 

 

“Did,” he parroted and changed the direction, “I stand corrected.” 

 

He paused as if to let me settle and catch up and then said, “Let‟s see if she‟ll do Gotham 

at about seven.” 

 

He reached for his phone, looked at me and winked. 

 

I didn‟t protest.  I‟m a sucker. 
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Chapter 5/ 

Gotham is a bar and grill on East Twelfth Street in Greenwich Village.  It‟s an award 

winning restaurant specializing in modern American cuisine under the direction of Chef 

Alfred Portale, voted by something “Outstanding Chef in the Nation.” 

 

Gotham opened in the nineteen-eighties and began a new tradition in fine dining that is 

now pervasive throughout the country.  Before Gotham the best restaurants in New York had 

an unspoken and sometimes an explicit dress code.  Gotham was the first to encourage 

patrons to dress from formal to “smart casual.”  Consequently, you might find yourself sitting 

next to a couple in tux and formal gown on their way to Lincoln Center and at the next table 

there might be a screen writer wearing a gray wool herringbone sport jacket, open collared 

oxford shirt, jeans and boots with a companion in a halter top and mini skirt or whatever the 

women‟s fashion skirt length might be at the time, and a tat or ten on her shoulder, arms, etc.  

Sounds pretty normal in today‟s world in any urban setting, but was somewhat ground 

breaking in the eighties. 

 

I picked her out the moment that I walked through the door, paused, took the room in 

and finally focused on the bar. 

 

Mila Kunis, Esquire magazine‟s sexiest woman on earth, with a Latin flair and a bit of a 

Roman nose was more like it but a few inches shorter (Mila is five foot four).  Parts were all 

correct and to scale.  Marty knew his stuff.  And the nose was cute.  

 

She was wearing these cute powder blue bib overalls, form fitting and the form was 

perfect, kind of Rosy the Riveter look. Long-sleeved white blouse, with the sleeves folded up, 

a few buttons undone showing a bit of cleavage peeking over the top of the overall bib, lowish 

practical high-heeled black leather shoes to complete the look.  Not flashy, but sassy. 

 

She was at the bar taking a draw on something drink wise that didn‟t look “foo-

foo,”mixed but not a sissy drink.  Probably a Manhattan made with Campari and a good 

Canadian.  The red cherry glowed through the dark brown liquid glimmering in the ice.  She 

saw me coming, turned on her seat and smiled.   

 

Nice seat, I thought. 

 

I looked at her eyes.  Intelligent, brown, beady.  She was smart with purpose, and 

trouble.  Real trouble; it was all over her.  She was the definition of wicked. 

 
I was immediately interested, but she was just a kid. 
 

*      *      * 
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She had her purse sitting on the bar stool next to her evidently saving it for me.  When I 

approached she picked it up, leaned over and set it on the floor, then looked up and nodded 

for me to sit down next to her. 

 

After the normal amenities and my drink order, I decided to cut to the chase.“So why are 

you interested in me?  What are you, maybe, twenty-two?  I might be able to qualify as your 

father if I had a child bride.”I lied, I could almost be her grandfather under those 

circumstances, but then there‟s male vanity.  Testosterone poisoning─we all have it. 

 

She was looking down at her drink on the bar.  She took a moment, stirred it twice, laid 

down the swizzle and looked up and locked me in with those eyes. 

 

“Well, first off, don‟t get your male ego in an uproar or your hormones either or what 

may be left of them.  This is business.  I just wanted to talk to you out of the office or the 

studio or whatever and Marty‟s easy.  I knew he would set us up.” 

 

I don‟t think I‟m perplexed often but I was.  I just sat there looking at her and those 

piercing eyes.  I nodded, though I really didn‟t understand.  Then I looked down at my glass 

and started stirring my drink because I didn‟t know what else to do just like she had done a 

moment ago.  I hadn‟t been so thoroughly shut down so quickly in a long, long time, and I 

was the “guest” here. 

 

She continued, “OK. You‟re cute in a kind of senior sort of way but I‟m not into patina.  I 

saw the photos Marty redid.  I think I can help you find the girl.” 

 

“She‟s found, toasted and tossed in New Mexico,”  I managed a retort kind of weakly, 

almost mumbling as I continued to stare down, stirring, wondering what in the hell was going 

on. 

 

“Yeah, I could see that she was dead.  I think I have a good idea who she is, err, was.” 

 

I tried to collect myself.  Continued stirring my drink for no good reason.   It seemed like 

a good thing to do, the only thing to do. 

 

“So who do you think she was?” I queried.  Stir, stir. 

 

“No info „til we have a deal.” 

 

I glanced up, “A deal?  Honey, there‟s no money action here.” 

 

“Not interested in money.  I‟m the only one in line for about a twenty million dollar trust 

and I get a hundred and fifty grand draw a year on it right now just for having my last name.” 

 

“So,” I was still stirring, again looking down at my drink, “what do you want?” 
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“The action.  The same reason I dropped out of school and came to the city.  But it‟s 

gotten boring shaking my ass for fruity photographers and catalog guys, and I got news for 

you, if she‟s who I know she is, there will be plenty of action.  You‟re chasing and I want to be 

part of the hunt.” 

 

“And why would I hook up with a nut ball like you?”  I was looking up now, tapping my 

wet straw on the lip of the glass, looking straight into those piercing brown eyes. 

 

“Because I‟ve got something you want and you know I‟m not bullshitting you.  I‟m smart, 

I‟m not going to fuck you over and you‟d kiss my ass in a heartbeat if I wanted you to.” 

 

“You are very perceptive.” 

 

“And you might get a chance at that ass kissing part yet and more.  You‟re kind of cute in 

a deadly way for a geezer in training.” 

 

“Geezer, I‟m hardly forty,” I protested. 

 

“My dad has a fifty year old Jag.  It looks pretty good too, but it doesn‟t run worth a 

shitwithout a lot of maintenance, even then it can just stop and leave you short of your 

destination and frustrated.  I doubt if one a few years newer would be any more reliable.” 

 

I had to say it, tit for tat, “Maybe I‟ll let you take a road test, but let‟s talk business first 

and leave the performance testing for later.”  

 

“Bet you‟ll need an octane booster just to get the engine started.” 

 

“Like I said, later.”Then I added because I had to regain some ground, “Bet you have a tat 

and I bet I know where.” 

 

Curious, “Yeah and where is it?” 

 

“The same spot you think I might want to kiss.” 

 

“So, smart ass, how did you know?” 

 

Pretty simple,” I felt a bit smug.  This was the only high card that I had flipped up in the 

last ten minutes.  “Your age—everyone has one or an entire body‟s worth.  Can‟t figure out 

why but I really don‟t care.  You are a model, and there is only so much body makeup can do 

and it‟s a pain and doesn‟t always work especially with intense lighting and hi meg digital 

work.  Having a visible tat could be a deal breaker in the perfect-body-for-publication 

business.  That leaves only a predictable number of places that generally would get 

photographed in your niche and some particular ones that wouldn‟t.  Ingénue, petite 

fashions.  You aren‟t kinky enough or broke enough to do porno although I think you are 

somewhat nuts.  When you bent over to put your purse on the floor I looked down your 
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blouse.  Couldn‟t help it, I‟m a guy, and you aren‟t wearing a bra.  I‟ve got great vision and 

didn‟t see anything there, so the answer is yourtush.  You‟ll probably get more tattoos in more 

obvious places when the modeling gig is over or if you decide to start posing for low rider and 

biker magazines.” 

 

“‟Tushie. You are as smart as Marty said.” 

 

“And you‟re as big of a pain in the ass, I can tell.” 

 

“You‟ve already said that in so many words.” 

 

“If the shoe fits….” 

 

“Back to business,” she whipped back.  “I‟m on then?” 

 

“If you‟re for real.  Spill your guts, then we‟ll see.  You can keep the premium parts under 

the table until I decide, but give me enough to make a decision.” 

 

“Fair enough.  Buy me another drink and dinner.  Us models never buy.” 

 

I threw two fingers up toward the bartender, and he nodded. 

 

We started talking about Susan, or rather a woman named Malgrave from Basking 

Ridge, New Jersey, who attended Rutgers.She didn‟t have much more than a memory to go 

on, but within an hour with Erica I definitely had the feeling that this was going to be a hell of 

a ride.  

 

I went back to my hotel room and Googled up New Jersey, New Brunswick, Princeton, 

Basking Ridge and the surrounding areas.  I was pretty familiar with the tri-state area but 

needed to zero in on north central New Jersey. 
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Chapter 6/ 

The next morning I picked up Erica at her flat in the Alphabet City area of Manhattan in 

a rental ride, and we headed west through the tunnel and toward Rutgers University.  More 

specifically, the sports complex, the old field house and the Hall of Fame wall. 

 

Before we got in too deep we needed to “verify and specify,” and I needed a few questions 

answered. 

 

Erica, who said she had been a gymnast in prep school in Jersey, remembered a woman 

named Malgrave as the woman in the photos that had been restored of Susan McCormick‟s 

corpse.According to Erica, Malgravewas a former Rutgers female gymnast back about fifteen 

years ago, and her picture was on the wall of the Hall of Fame in the field house as a medal- 

winning alum.  Malgrave had made Olympic trials. 

 

Erica remembered her when she saw Marty‟s restored pictures from the picture in the 

field house hall where her prep school had competed against other schools for state titles, and 

from the fact that she was acknowledged on several occasions when she would appear at the 

meets as a former Rutgers star and a coach advisor to the Basking Ridge High team who were 

competing with Erica‟s school. 

 

I couldn‟t dispute the fact that Susan, or a woman named Malgrave, was someone you 

would never forget once you saw her.  I figured if nothing else it was a lead worth chasing 

with this little spitfire.  Besides, my only lead was Rutgers anyway, and Erica was from the 

social class that knew the landscape out here in the high dollar retreats of old money, Wall 

Street bankers and other wheelers and dealers. 

 

I was still gloating over figuring out the tattoo thing, and chastising myself for being so 

shallow and full of myself for such a minor triumph.  Let‟s face it, I was grasping at straws the 

night before and got lucky.  This kid had an edge, and she was smart. 

 

I didn‟t trust her. 

 

She sat in the passenger seat.  I can‟t really describe her.  Intense probably is best. 

 

Action, I kept hearing in my head.  Nuts, this kid is nuts, and be careful fought for equal 

space. 

 
We drove on through the Holland Tunnel and eventually west on I-78 past Newark 

Liberty Airport and toward the New Jersey Turnpike south.  Rutgers was only about 30 
minutes away in New Brunswick. 

 
*      *      * 
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You could cut the tension with a knife and we were just going out to a university in New 

Jersey.  But she was that kind of girl or whatever little monster she really was. 

 

I decided to try to break the ice and lighten things up with a little small talk. 

 

“So you grew up out here, preppy.”  I tried to be a bit of a smart aleck as I waved my hand 

across the horizon in front of us.  “What was it like?” 

 

“The burbs, Catholic school.  In a word, boring.  And, don‟t call me a preppy.  I hated that 

shit.  That was all about style, family and attitude.  Snooty little social bitches, Protestants.  I 

didn‟t fit looks wise or attitude wise with those little blond bitches.  I was all about brains.  

Luckily the brains came along with good looks.” 

 

“You weren‟t exactly underprivileged from what you told me last night.” 

 

“Hell no.  My dad made money hand over fist.  Factoring.  I didn‟t know what that 

meant, but every year we got a bigger house and more expensive cars.  More staff.  Nanny, 

housekeeper, gardener, mechanic for all of the cars and toys.  My dad owned a racehorse he 

never saw run.  There was supposedly a private jet too, but I never saw it.” 

 

“Really,” I wanted to keep the conversation on a roll. 

 

“No, never saw the plane.  Out at Teterboro, I remember.  Actually I never saw much of 

my dad either.  You know the drill.  Wife and the kids out in Mendham while he took care of 

business and made money.  Then mom caught him fucking some friend‟s wife a few years ago 

and took him for everything she could get.  He married the bitch after she dumped her old 

man and now they have a McMansion over in Bedminster by Donald Trump‟s golf course, the 

old John DeLorean estate.  I used to go out there when I was a freshman at Princeton on 

weekends.  Her ex-husband married some chick in her twenties that he was bonkin‟ and the 

beat goes on.” 

 

“So you are a bit disenchanted by middle-aged men.” 

 

“You are all a bunch of pathetic, almost-over-the-hill types scared stiff when you look in 

the mirror every morning and see your jowls dropping along with your balls.  So hard you 

guys try to prove something to everyone especially women, but mostly to yourselves.  You 

look over your shoulders continually to see if the young tyros are gaining on you, but I got 

news for you, they aren‟t that great ah shakes either.  Mostly spoiled, greedy, self-absorbed, 

lazy, no ethics.Fuckin‟ with them is just about keeping score, but it was with your generation 

too when you were their age.  What‟s your count?” 

 

I ignored the question and said, “I love a woman who appreciates the essence of men.” 
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She raised her right hand as she stared straight ahead and tapped her index finger on her 

nose thoughtfully.  “Now you could be an exception.  I doubt it, but you are going to have to 

prove it.” 

“I don‟t try to prove much.  Got enough to do keeping my own house in order to worry 

about proving much to anyone else, much less a smart ass kid.”   

 

She turned to face me.Look at me.  Open your mouth.”  

 

I turned and showed her an exaggerated gaping oral cavity while keeping one eye on the 

road.  I figured the levity loosening up thing was working, so I played the game. 

 

“No silver spoon.  That‟s a plus right there, gramps.  Bucks in the family though?” 

 

“Not really, my dad was a contractor in Arizona.  We did okay but no private jets.” 

 

“Pulled yourself up mostly by your own bootstraps?” 

 

“With a decent education.  Arizona State pre-law, same as you,” I misled her to a 

degree; I never graduated, actually I had been in the pre-law program for two years before I 

decided to go into the military even though I had a full scholarship to Arizona State.  I 

needed to do something besides sitting in a classroom and listening to lectures.  It was too 

easy and hardly stimulating.  I knew that there was something out there to motivate me, 

give me a purpose and frankly create an edge in my life that was lacking in an academic 

setting. 

 

“So Marty says you‟re a little dangerous.” 

 

“Marty likes to exaggerate.” 

 

“What is it you do?” 

 

“Did.   I saved some money and inherited a few dollars from my mom‟s estate so I quit.  

Taking a break, looking around for a new career, but figure I can take a year or two to figure 

that out.” 

 

“Okay, so then what did you do?” she persisted. 

 

“How can I put it? Well, kind of a specialty.  Eliminating human-generated waste would 

probably sum it up.  I worked on the tougher situations.” 

 

“EPA, Superfund stuff?” 

 

“Along the same lines.  Toxic situations that needed specialized applications.” 

 

“Sounds dangerous, but not very exciting.” 
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“Problem is after a while the toxins rub off, and the stench.  I was good at it, but like my 

father told me, „If you sleep with the pigs, don‟t be surprised if you start smelling like shit.‟” 
“Well put.”  She didn‟t ask any more questions as we entered New Brunswick and 

continued to the Rutgers campus. 
 

*      *      * 
 

Erica wasn‟t very familiar with the campus, but we eventually found the field house, 

parked and went inside.  The Hall of Fame wall was easy enough to find and the athletes‟ 

pictures were arranged along the walls according to their class graduating years when they 

attended Rutgers. 

 

The place had an old woody smell and the floors gleamed from decades of being waxed.  

The hall was paneled.  Over time the varnish had yellowed and what had once been a shiny 

coating had become a luster, giving the paneling an aged look reflecting the many years of 

history that the pictures that hung from it represented. 

 

I counted back mentally about fifteen years; we found the pictures of the approximate 

vintage when Malgrave‟s class would have graduated and started looking. 

 

We walked picture by picture looking.  Erica was in front of me with her finger up as she 

appraised each framed photo.  In a few minutes I saw her stop, and she said, “Here she is.” 

 

I stepped ahead a couple of feet and looked at Marjorie “Maggie” Malgrave‟s picture 

according to the plaque underneath.  It also said “Gold Star with Ruby Level of Merit.” 

 

Then I heard her say quietly, “Oh.” 

 

I turned toward her and saw the look on her face that reflected the disappointment on 

mine. 

 

Close, but no cigar. 

 

Even though this woman had a rather striking resemblance to Susan McCormick, it was 

not her, even considering fifteen years of aging. 
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Chapter 7/ 

We retreated to a diner to commiserate and eat, mostly as an excuse for something to do 

to break up the long quiet ride back to the city after a fruitless search. 

 

Erica, the feisty vixen, looked like the wind had gotten blown out of her sails, like she had 

been betrayed by her own senses and memories.  I speculated that bothered her more than 

anything. 

 

Finally she broke the silence.“I‟m sorry.  I could have sworn, but when I took a good look 

at that picture I knew it wasn‟t her.  I drug you all the way out here on a wild goose chase.” 

 

Very apologetic. 

 

I didn‟t say anything, just stirred; seemed to be doing a lot of that lately.  This time 

coffee, not like my drink last night, but I was still looking down.  She looked so pained I didn‟t 

want to witness it.  To me, I pretty much had nothing to start with— it was nothing ventured, 

nothing gained.  I expected dead ends; it‟s all part of the quest. You just pull up your jeans 

and move on. 

 

We didn‟t talk much, just finished our lunch, actually she left most of hers, and we got in 

the car and started back toward the city. 

 

Something kept rattling around in my head though, and about fifteen minutes later I 

dove off at the next exit, did a “U” over the overpass and headed back. 

 

“What in the hell are you doing?”  Erica said as she rocked back and forth in her seat 

while I did a big one-eighty and ended up going down the on ramp heading south again.” 

 
“We didn‟t go far enough,” is all I said. 
 

*      *      * 
 

Half an hour later we were back at the field house and the Hall of Fame.  I walked back to 

the picture of Marjorie Malgrave, champion gymnast.  Erica was right behind. 

 

I pointed from side to side at the pictures lining the long hallway.“Farther down, farther 

down one way or the other.  You go to the later class years and I‟ll check the earlier ones.” 

 

Erica just looked at me for a few moments, shook her head but dutifully started scanning 

the pictures like we had before, she walking toward advancing class years while I went the 

other direction toward earlier ones.  Each of us looked at each photograph as we progressed 

in either direction. 
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Two class years later she called down the hall to me, “Here she is.  It‟s her!  I know it‟s 

her.” 

 

I joined Erica in front of a picture of a smiling Susan McCormick some fourteen years 

ago, or rather Melissa “Missy” Malgrave.  The first cousin of Marjorie “Maggie” Malgrave, 

another champion gymnast who had attended Rutgers two classes before.   The plaque read 

“Gold Star with Diamond Level of Merit.”   Her individual picture was in a double frame with 

a picture of her and her cousin Maggie.  Below it was inscribed “Olympic Trials Finalists.” 

 

“How did you know?” 

 

“A good hunch,” was all I replied. 

 

I remembered again that irresistible trait of people who disappear on purpose: they often 

keep a few touchstones with their past.  She had kept a key fob from Rutgers with the star and 

the diamond as one of her highest achievements.  The fob was obviously an award signifying 

her level of excellence, something personal, something to be carried always.  Maggie 

Malgrave had been a gymnast as well but had not achieved diamond level.  The similarity in 

looks meant that the two women were probably related but not twins, since they weren‟t in 

the same class year but had attended the same school.  The red “R” on the key fob confirmed 

that. 

 

She had kept something else besides with the fob when she went into exile.  She told me 

her nickname was Missy.  Reading “Maggie” on the first picture and the similarity in looks 

and sport started the wheels turning.  She had kept her nickname as a touchstone.  It also 

told me that even though she had wanted or had to disappear, she had close emotional ties to 

where she came from and even in hiding needed talismans to maintain those connections if 

only in memory.  The more talismans, the closer the associations, the less the isolation.  She 

had kept at least two which became clues for me after she died, clues that she left behind. 

 

I wondered if I would find more. 

 

Erica, it appeared, had been thinking and offered, “Now I remember, especially after 

seeing the picture of the two of them.” 

 

She continued, “There were two Malgraves who went to the Olympic trials.  Made the 

local papers, like the beginning of a family dynasty or something.  Cousins, both from 

Basking Ridge, Maggie and Missy.Big stuff in a small town.  I was just a little kid but I 

remember because I was already into gymnastics and they both were beautiful.” 

 

“Bingo,” I turned her around by the shoulder to face me. “It was tucked away in there all 

the time.”  I tapped a finger on her forehead, and she smiled.  The wicked Erica was back.  I 

liked her better than the subdued one even though I‟d be a fool to trust her any farther than I 

could see her.  That was my gut talking.  Other parts of my anatomy were sending conflicting 

messages. 
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“What‟s next?” she asked. 

 

“How far is Basking Ridge?” I replied. 

 
“Don‟t know,” she replied spontaneously.  “You‟d better check the map.” 
 

*      *      * 
 

I took I-287 west and north toward Morristown, then to 78 East back toward New York 

City. Kind of like going in a circle.  Then I pulled off at Exit 33 and took a left onto Mount 

Airy Road and stopped at the first restaurant I saw, just a few blocks north of the exit.  3 

West. 

 

“What are we doing here?” she asked. 

 

“Getting up to date.  Background, game plan, making sure we‟re on the same page.  

Besides, we can probably both use a beer, wine or whatever.” 

 

“Ok,” she replied.  “You buy.” 

 

“I know,” I acknowledged, “models never buy.” 

 

We got out of the rental and walked in.  Nice place, long bar, upscale but comfortable and 

welcoming.  Nice décor. 

 

We ordered a couple of glasses of wine, mine with a glass of water with no ice on the side 

as we sat down by the end of the bar.  It was about two in the afternoon, and the last of the 

lunch crowd was settling up and leaving. 

 

She raised her glass, “Salute.” 

 

I touched her glass with mine, took a sip, cradled my glass with my fingers on the bar, 

relaxed and waited for her to ask.It took several moments; I could tell she was uncertain. 

 

“So what‟s the plan?” she finally asked. 

 

“Plan is to figure out why we‟re here, together, and what‟s going on?” 

 

She looked perplexed but only for a moment.  She cocked her head a little bit like the old 

RCA dog on the vintage recordings as if she was trying to understand.  Then she straightened 

her head and said, “You are looking for a woman and I‟m trying to help, that‟s all,” she 

replied. 
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“You really don‟t seem that altruistic, and the odds that I just ran into someone who 

knew the woman I was looking for in the middle of New York City right off the bat is almost 

impossible.” 

 

“Fortuitous coincidence.” 

 

“No, set up,” I replied. 

 

She got a hurt looking pout of her face and kind of shrugged her shoulders back and 

forth and raised herself in her chair, positioning herself as if insulted and looked me in the 

eye. 

 

“Set up,” she stated. 

 

“Set up,” I repeated. 

 

“How come?” 

 

“Several things.  First of all, it was way too easy; like I said, the absolutely unbelievable 

odds of running into someone who knew the woman I was going to try to locate.  Second, you 

never have asked me why I wanted to identify a woman who was obviously dead.  What 

interest would I have and why would you get involved?  Third, you work for Marty, and I‟m 

pretty sure he has a big mouth or someone told him I was coming and that set this fiction in 

motion.  Fourth, you said you competed at Rutgers but were completely unfamiliar with the 

campus.  Seeing as you were a kid then, maybe you just weren‟t paying attention so I can give 

you that. Finally, you said that you were from this part of New Jersey, knew about Ridge High 

School gymnastics and said that your father lived in Bedminster and you were raised in 

Mendham.” 

 

“So what,” her eyes dropped a bit.  I knew I had her.  Then she deflated a little bit.  You 

could see her shoulders droop just a little and her stiff spine settled. 

 

“If you grew up here and your father lived in Bedminster, you would know where 

Basking Ridge is.”  I paused and pointed down at the bar, “Right here, Bedminster is only 

about six miles west of Basking Ridge on Route 202, Mendham is just a few miles north and 

we just drove here from Rutgers on a pretty direct route commonly known to people in the 

area that you were totally unfamiliar with.” 

 

I paused again, and then continued, “This part of New Jersey is very tight and most 

people raised here have a pretty intimate knowledge of the communities, and you apparently 

have no idea where we were, are or where we are going.  You might be from the Northeast, I‟ll 

give that to you, but you‟re not from around here as best I can tell.” 

 

She didn‟t say anything. 
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“How long have you worked for The Outfit and how come you didn‟t do your homework 

more thoroughly beyond remembering some bio info, place names and the Malgrave shit?” 

 

All she said was, “That bad, huh?” 

 

“Transparent,” I replied. 

 

“I assumed you didn‟t know anything about New Jersey,” she finally replied after a 

pregnant silence. 

 

“Well, I did do my homework, and I‟ve found that assuming can get you killed,” was all 

that I said in a dismissive manner and took another drink of my wine. 

 

After another bout of silence, I asked, “Who in the hell are you and what are you doing 

here?” 
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Chapter 8/ 

She just sat there and didn‟t say anything. 
 
“Okay,” I said, “let me take a stab at it.  There are a few gaps, but I think I get the general 

idea.” 
 
She didn‟t say anything. 
 
“So this is how I see it,” I started.  “For some reason Marty either got a head‟s up that I 

was coming or he called someone in The Outfit when I showed up with the photos to be 
enhanced.  At any rate, they knew who I was looking for, and that the Susan McCormick who 
I knew was really Melissa “Missy” Malgrave and that I was trying to find out who she was and 
find her killer.  Right so far?” 

 
“No comment, asshole.” 
 
“I know they told you that you can‟t divulge what your part in this is, and based on your 

age you‟re a new recruit and true to the code, but based on your performance so far you‟re in 
for a short career.” 

 
No comment. 
 
“So, they sent you out to subtly direct me toward Susan‟s real identity.” 
 
I paused. 
 
She shrugged. 
 
“You were in the area and you didn‟t have enough time to completely prepare for your 

cover.”  I tried to give her a bone, trying to create a little empathy to break the ice. 
 
Silence. 
 
“And,” I added, “we can cut to the chase.  Instead of continuing this charade why don‟t 

we have another glass and you bring me up to speed?  You know who Missy Malgrave was 
and why she ran off to Taos and most probably can give me a good idea who I„m looking for.” 

 
Silence. 
 
“And I can offer you a deal.” 
 
She glanced up a bit toward my eyes.  Interest. 
 
“I won‟t tell anyone about the past twenty-four hours and how you, let‟s say, weren‟t a 

hundred percent efficient at sustaining your cover.” 
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Silence, but a glint in the eyes showed interest. 
 
“You can fill in the gaps of information that you were to lead me to, and you can come 

along for the ride.  My guess is that‟s what you really wanted out of this anyway.” 
 
I paused. 
 
“Either that or I‟ll make a phone call right now and any aspirations that you have with 

continuing with The Outfit will go down in flames because you fucked up.” 
 
I paused again,then added, “I‟m going to the „men‟s‟ and when I get back your mind must 

be made up or I‟ll be on the phone.  They know where I‟m at anyway and what I‟m doing.  I 
have nothing to lose but some information that you have that I can eventually piece together 
without you.  You have your whole future, whatever that is, to flush down the crapper if you 
don‟t cooperate with me.  I‟ll be back in a few minutes.  While I‟m gone order us another 
round.” 

 
I got up and went to the restroom. 
 

*      *      * 
 

Two more glasses of wine were on the bar when I got back.  I sat down on the bar chair. 

 

“You win,” she said. 

 

“I think we are both winning,Erica, or whoever you are.” 

 

After a somewhat tentative start she confirmed most of what I had already surmised and 

filled in gaps that I had speculated about, well, mostly. 
 

She was impressed about the tattoo thing.  Just a kid, but I was right and she was 

impressed.  She said that she was from a well-to-do background, but from Connecticut not 

New Jersey, and other than the university she attended the story pretty much tracked with 

her life.  She actually was a model, but with a high energy appetite; Marty took a shine to her 

and put her on between gigs at the studio filling in processing, working the front desk and 

doing clerical work. 
 

She was no dummy and it didn‟t take her long to figure out that Marty was doing 

“specialty” work for some unnamed clients by virtue of the work she helped process and the 

invoices and billings that were attached to the work that went to a variety of obscure clients in 

obscure locations.  The checks for payment, though, always came from the same address and 

were drawn on the same bank and branch in Baltimore. 

 

She wasn‟t sure who the “clients” or “client” was but deduced by the work Marty was 

doing on enhancing photographs of people talking on the street, conversing over tables in 

restaurants, boarding planes or leaving airports and the odd autopsy photographs like mine 

that he had to be involved with some police agency or a branch of the government or god 
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knows who else.  All of the subterfuge made it fairly obvious that whoever he was working for 

wasn‟t in the government department listings in the phone book or under “O” for organized 

crime. 

 

Marty—the guy made Hugh Hefner look like a genuinely celibate priest— eventually hit 

on her.  According to Erica she strung him out but got him to agree to try to hook her up with 

the unidentified organization he said that he was doing business with, known only as “The 

Outfit.”  She said that she never put out, but Marty made a few calls and the next thing she 

knew officially she was on an emergency leave of absence “due to her grandmother‟s death.” 

Late that same afternoon was on a plane to Kentucky and picked up at the airport by a guy 

with a nondescript car who never talked and drove in the ensuing darkness for what seemed 

like an eternity.  Then she spent several weeks in basic briefing and inductee training out in 

the middle of nowhere and never knew who her trainers were or where she was. 

 

After a flight back to Newark Liberty Airport she found herself picking up her luggage at 

the carousel and had absolutely no idea where she had been exactly, or who she was 

supposed to be working for, and had nothing to relate the whole experience to except a 

telephone number that corresponded to the last 10 digits of a Visa card she had been given in 

her name and an automatic deposit to her checking account every month for two thousand 

dollars from Allied Entertainment notated “retainer for future services.” 

 

Marty never hit on her again, which she thought was strange but welcome, and the 

routine went on as usual for about six months until three days ago. 

 

Marty asked her to come into his office.  He closed the door. He gave her a slip of paper 

with a phone number on it and a code to enter after the automated attendant finished her 

spiel. 

 

She called, dialed the code and listened to the recording: she was told an envelope would 

be waiting for her in her apartment. 

 

She found it under her dirty clothes hamper.  There was no evidence that anyone had 

been there other than the presence of the envelope. 

 

It contained the basic information about me, what I was probably doing, who Missy 

Malgrave was and her bio, Erica‟s cover story and how she was to lead me to her and other 

conclusions covertly.  Following that there was a cryptic notation at the bottom that read: 
 

Complete this successfully and a $10,000 bonus will be deposited into your account; 

however should you not succeed or divulge any information regarding this assignment 

you will be eliminated from the staff, permanently.  Dispose of this envelope and its 

contents in your building’s furnace that heats the boiler in the basement after 

memorizing the details.  Failure to do so will result in irreversible negative 

consequences. 
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“The next thing I knew” she said, “Marty set us up to meet for a drink and it was 

showtime.  So that‟s the background.  Is there anything else you want to know?” 

 

“Yeah, one thing‟s been bothering me most,” I said. 

 

“What‟s that?” 

 

“Do you really hate men or was that all part of the act?” 

 

“I never said I hated men.  I‟m just honest about how I see them.” 

 

“And?” 

 

“Truth is I‟m not into fur ball snorting and licking in the least if that‟s what you mean or 

wearing a phallus.  Never tried it, the girl-to-girl thing, never was curious.  I love men, but 

only men who measure up, and that‟s not in the area where you think it is.  Integrity, 

intelligence and self-assurance are what I‟m looking for, and, trust me, these days that‟s hard 

to find.  Older guys when they aren‟t trying to prove something to me—or really to 

themselves—are okay too.  Younger guys who meet the standards, well, they‟re harder to 

find.” 

 

“Well,” I replied, “that covers the important things I was curious about.  Now let‟s talk 

about the late Missy Malgrave, shall we?” 

 

She smiled, nodded, winked and took a sip from her glass of wine.  Erica was back in 

form, on top of her game, she thought. 

 

Sometimes getting beat up isn‟t such a bad thing if you learn a life lesson.  Erica might 

have, but I had just learned or rather reinforced one as well.  Patience and playing the game.  

I had gotten just what I needed. 

 

I knew that Erica still wasn‟t telling me everything but things were fine for the time 

being; however I decided to shake up her security just a bit to keep her in line and 

wondering.“So, I guess we‟ll be partners for a little while, huh, Erica?” 

 

“That‟s the way I figure it,” she replied, puffing herself up a little. 

 

“Partners, you know it‟s all about trust.” 

 

“Yep, trust all the way.”  She smiled conspiratorially, throwing a wink my way. 

 

“So, while I was in the restroom you made that decision all on your own, no help?” 

 

“I told you what they said they would do if I screwed up, and I can‟t afford for them to 

find out, so you had me over a barrel.” 
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“All by yourself, the decision?” I asked again. 

 

She nodded.  I caught a hint of hesitancy. 

 

“Give me your phone,” I said, almost demanding and extended my right hand palms up 

and beckoned toward me with my fingers. 

 

After some coercion she finally handed it over.  I checked last number dialed.  Twenty 

minutes before she had called a number that I knew by heart, and I was pretty sure that she 

did too.  If not, it was the last ten digits on her Visa card. 
 

I just shook my head slowly from side to side, made a “tsk-tsk-tsk” sound and handed the 

phone back to her. 

 

I was inflating and deflating her ego like a balloon, but I had my reasons.  It was a 

strategy, and I‟m sure under her façade she had one too. 

 

Pieces of the puzzle had spilled from the box, but there were more inside.  I wasn‟t sure 

how many and I was pretty sure perhaps nobody except Missy Margrave‟s true killer or killers 

knew them all. 
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Chapter 9/ 

It was almost three o‟clock, and I wanted to get serious, no more games. 

 

“Ok, who was Missy Malgrave and who wanted her killed?” 

 

“Her boyfriend, she overheard a conversation.  She was going to testify against him when 

they brought the case to the grand jury, but he apparently beat the system and eliminated the 

witness.” 

 

“Just say it,” I said, “he murdered Missy Malgrave.” 

 

“Not so, not directly that is.  He was ensconced on his three hundred acre estate between 

Basking Ridge and Madison, wherever that is, when it happened three thousand miles away.  

Iron tight.  I‟m sure they had the wires, satellites and whatever else they could detect on him 

since he was under investigation.” 

 

“No direct evidence that he had her killed?” 

 

“But he did, no doubt,” she said. 

 

I followed the logic to the next conclusion, “And since they can‟t get him in court and off 

the streets for the rest of his natural life for whatever reasons and for her murder through the 

legal system, they expect or anticipated that I would do it outside of the box „off the record, 

off the books.‟” 

 

“That‟s what you did and they figure that‟s what you will do.” 

 

“And you, „Robinette, The Girl Wonder,‟ why are you along for the ride with „The Prince 

of Darkness‟ here?”  I pointed in an exaggerated way to my chest. 

 

“Insurance, just to make sure that you do and, as you have obviously guessed, to 

maintain liaison.” 

 

“So if they know what they want ultimately, why count on me?  They have some other 

guys and maybe girls in the specialty area.” 

 

“Yeah, but you‟ve quit.  Deniability.  This guy, the one you‟re after, is high profile and 

can‟t be tied back in any way.” 

 

“So what you‟re saying is that if I blow it or get caught my ass is grass.” 

 



40 

“Yeah, you would be just some nut ball at worst raving that a governmental agency that 

nobody knows about set you up to take the fall and everyone on the inside will figure that you 

were just out for revenge for your girlfriend‟s murder.” 

 

“Yeah, a patsy, just like Oswald.  And they might even set it up that I do get caught.” 

 

“Oh, you are such a cynic. Maybe a little paranoid too.”  She shook her head. 

 

I ignored her and continued, “And I‟d be raving all the way to whatever fate they have 

here for people like me.” 

 

“You pretty much got it.  The more you protest the less anyone will believe you.” 

 

“So what if I tell you right now that I quit and don‟t give a shit and hop in that car out 

there and drive away?” 

 

“You might be smart, but in some areas you are extremely predictable—when it comes to 

things like this they know that you can‟t turn away.  You won‟t and you know it.” 

 

“Yeah,” I replied.  She had me.  I remembered all those tests I took to establish my 

psychological profile around twenty years ago when I was recruited and all of the 

assignments and debriefings since. 

 
She was right.  There was no turning back.  I just couldn‟t do it. 
 

*      *      * 
 

Erica—smart, resilient and a conundrum. 
 

At this point I‟m not sure who is playing who.  One minute I think I am the puppet 

master; then the next minute after I have my share of psychological triumphs and catch her, I 

think, in major faux pas and stumbles, then she turns the tables and seems to have the upper 

hand and continues to hold cards that I can‟t see. 

 

Enthusiastic tyro bumbler or sophisticated manipulator with an agenda that I don‟t 

totally understand?  Confusing. 

 

Ok, I‟m thinking, they know where this will lead me and the result.  What do I need this 

whacky broad around for anyway to monitor and liaison?  Right now she has information, 

like who in the hell I’m looking for, but once she gives that up, why keep her around? 

 

In my business, any more than one person can be a major detriment unless you need 

support and what I intended to achieve I had done many times before, alone. 
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On the other hand, Erica was an enigma. There was far more information on the inside 

than I really knew about.  How useful that could be I really didn‟t know, but maybe she was 

worth having around just to find out. 

 

But, I must ask myself, am I being pragmatic or just curious?  Trite but true, I remind 

myself, curiosity killed the cat. 

 

Meow! 
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Chapter 10/ 

Then something unbelievable happened, a metamorphosis—Erica seemed to change 

right in front of my eyes as we sat at the bar at 3 West. 

 

She settled a bit in her bar stool, got less hyper, breathed in deeply and turned toward 

me.“Enough of the theatrics,” she said in a rather businesslike way.  She seemed to have aged 

ten years in the last few seconds.  Her entire demeanor was different, no longer wired, cocky 

and juvenile.She confidently put her hand out on the top of mine that was resting on the bar 

and said, “Let‟s settle up.  I‟ll get the drinks.  Some models do buy and let me take you 

someplace.  It‟s close.” 

 

I just nodded, not sure what was going on, but I followed the new Erica‟s lead while 

remembering the ancient movie Three Faces of Eve. 

 

We walked out to the car, and she said, “Give me the keys, I‟ll drive.” 

 

“But . . .” I started to say. 

 

“I‟ll explain, but just give me the keys.  It‟s less than fifteen minutes.” 

 

We pulled out of the parking lot onto Mount Airy and headed north about four miles 

through lush wooded subdivisions. Just before the intersection of route 287 we took a right 

on Lake Road. 

 

We drove about a mile, past a small Lutheran church, and then the road took a jog to the 

left and as we drove through the jog the road began to drop a little off camber, then transition 

to positive camber as it turned right and continued straight on.  A few hundred yards beyond 

the jog we slowed and turned left into a driveway leading to a nice suburban ranch style 

home, maybe built in the fifties or sixties. 

 

Erica stopped the car. 

 

I didn‟t ask where we were.  I just followed her lead. 

 

We got out of the car and walked up to the front door.She pulled out a key, put it in the 

lock and rapped on the door before turning the key.  She pushed the door open about a foot 

and called, “It‟s me, Erica.” 

 

From farther back in the house came a reply, “Come in, dear, I‟ll be up in a sec.” 

 

We were standing in a nicely appointed if somewhat dated living room.  Vintage nineteen 

seventies decor, but well kept.  In a few moments an attractive woman I would judge to be 
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about sixty came into the living room.  She slowed a bit as she saw me, but gracefully, not 

hesitantly. 

 

“Nan,” Erica said and turned her right hand toward me, “this is the man I told you might 

help us.  Can we use the room to talk?” 

 

The woman extended her hand toward me and said, “Thank you for coming.” 

 

I extended my hand and took hers.  There was warmth and appreciation there.  She had a 

haunting presence as if she was someone I knew, but in a different time. 

 

Nan said, “Everything is there, just where Missy left it in the bureau in case you needed 

it.” 

 

Erica turned toward me and nodded toward the hall.  “We‟re going down there.”  She 

pointed toward the way. 

 

She led, I followed and we ended up in a bedroom, and Erica walked to the bureau, a tall 

wide older piece of furniture, expensive, well crafted.  Trophies covered its top and ribbons 

were on the walls of the room. 

 

 She leaned over in front of it and extended her hand toward the bottom drawer, opened 

it and pulled out a rolled up set of what appeared to be construction plans.  I stood there not 

knowing what would happen next. 

 

She very efficiently rose and turned toward the bed with the roll of plans in her hand.She 

leaned over and spread out the roll in the center of the bed lengthwise.  It included several 

sheets of drafting paper stacked on top of one another and bound together at one end.  The 

top sheet that was exposed was the floor plan of a house.   A very, very large house. 

 

Erica pointed down at a large room on the plan off of long hallway. 

 

“In the evenings your target spends most of his time here.  It‟s the office.  You can access 

it through an interior hall,” she said, pointing out the hall that went from the office to a 

garden at its end.  “There‟s a pair of French doors,” she indicated, “that open into the garden 

and as of a week ago the security system on those doors was compromised by one of our 

technicians posing as a cable installer repairman troubleshooting a transmission problem 

with the Wi-Fi.  The on-premise security monitoring personnel will not detect the breach; our 

man wired around the doors so the circuit is complete as if the doors are closed at all times 

and they generally are so the alternate wiring should not be noticed.” 

 

“Hmm,” I said, considering what she had just said.  Then I stared at the plans for a full 

minute, taking it all in.  My dad was a contractor.  I had seen lots of floor plans.  This place 

was big.  I did a quick estimate based on the scale.  Had to be about twelve thousand square 

feet or more. 
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“You know this place pretty well.” 

 

Erica, quite earnestly and calmly said, “I should, it‟s my father‟s house.” 

 

I couldn‟t help it, the air went out of me.  I unconsciously raised my right hand to my 

forehead as if perplexed, turned and settled to the bed, sitting on the edge in front of the 

plans. 

 

I collected myself after a moment, dropped my hand from my head and placed both 

hands palm down on my knees.  I took a deep breath and blew it out.  I nodded toward the 

door, “And the woman in the living room, who is she?” 

 

“That‟s Nan or as we called her when I was a kid, „Nanny‟ Malgrave, Missy‟s mother.” 

 

“Christ almighty,” was all I could say. 

 

Erica plopped down on the bed bedside me and quite charitably began to explain, “You 

are a very smart guy.  You kept figuring out everything, and I kept convoluting it even more to 

try to stay ahead of you, but you came to the correct final conclusion.” 

 

“I did?” 

 

“Yes, that I was leading you down the primrose path and directing you toward Missy‟s 

killer.  We just hoped it would be more subtle, but you kept figuring things out, and finally 

while you were in the „men‟s‟ I called in and told them that I‟d give it one more try, but failing 

that this whole farce was going to end and we‟d have to get down to business.” 

 

“Your father?” I shook my head.  I couldn‟t believe it. 

 

“The one and only,” she said quite directly. “He killed my mother, I‟m sure of it, and 

we‟re positive that he had Missy killed.” 

 

“And you want me to kill him?” 

 

“No, I want you to kill the trigger man, whoever that is.  I want to kill my father.” 

 

The wheels started turning and I began to think out loud.  “Based on the fact that you 

drove directly here and Missy‟s mother lives her, you really are familiar with Basking Ridge 

and this part of New Jersey.” 

 

“Born and bred, just like I told you.  Never been to Connecticut except passing through 

on vacation and to visit family we have there for holidays.” 

 

“And the Rutgers thing, you really did compete there?” 
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“Yes, and Missy was my coach.  Her cousin Mattie used to fill in sometimes for her.” 

“And the psychological profiles indicated that my purpose was to find the killer and 

eliminate him.” 

 

“That and years of experience with you.  Besides, we figured you felt guilty about Missy 

getting killed on your watch and wanted to straighten that out.” 

 

I didn‟t quite understand but let it pass.  I had too much basic information to process 

getting my bearings right then. 

 

She stretched her arms out, yawned, said, “Sorry, this day has been exhausting,” and 

continued.  “Here‟s the story.  My father wasn‟t into factoring.  He‟s a very bad guy, and a 

very well placed guy.  The factoring thing was just a subterfuge for all kinds of illegal 

activities.  Everything I told you about being raised here was true, and my parents did get a 

divorce; my mother died several months after it was final under very mysterious 

circumstances.” 

 

“You figured that your dad had something to do with it because she had intimate 

knowledge of his real business?” 

 

“I did, but he‟s good.  Everything is remote control and completely deniable.” 

 

“So how did Missy get involved in this?” 

 

“Remember I said my dad remarried some woman that was the wife of a friend.  Well, 

that actually was a lie.  My father didn‟t remarry, but he did take up with a woman.  My best 

friend, who had no idea what an evil person he was.  She just knew that he was a very 

successful member of the community who lived on a huge estate.  My mentor, my coach, 

Missy Malgrave.” 

 

She paused, kind of collecting herself—the first time I saw vulnerability in the “new” 

Erica. “She fell head over heels, and finally moved in with him.  I tried to warn her to be 

careful, but I had no proof about my mother so I wouldn‟t throw that supposition up. Missy 

probably thought that my concerns that I did voice were from some form of jealousy about 

my parents rather than from any concrete evidence about my father‟s character.” 

 

“So eventually she found out.” 

 

“Living in the house, but quite by accident.  I told you he was good.  She overheard my 

father plotting with an associate to murder a prominent political figure.  They were talking in 

an indirect way and initially she thought they were just „eliminating‟ him in a political and 

business influence way.” 

 

“And, obviously her interpretation of the conversation was wrong?”  
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Erica nodded and continued by putting things into further context, “The part I told you 

about dropping out of Princeton and working for Marty was true.  After my mother died I just 

couldn‟t concentrate on school and decided to do the modeling thing until I pulled myself 

together.  I noticed the work that Marty was doing but he didn‟t hit on me.The Outfit 

recruited me through him after he told them who my father was.  I did do the basic thing in 

Kentucky, but just the basic inflow training.  I wanted to nail my father and was willing to do 

anything to do it, and The Outfit took me on because of my knowledge and, they presumed, 

access.” 

 

“So, Missy eventually confided in you what she heard after the political figure was 

„eliminated,‟ or rather killed, and you got her to turn.” 

 

“After getting even more information that she could testify to.  She was a gutsy woman 

and felt just as betrayed by him as I did.” 

 

“And The Outfitin concert with regular „on the books‟ federal agencies sent her to Taos 

on witness protectionuntil they could pull a full blown case together.” 

 

“Yes, and you know the rest.” 

 

We both stared at the wall for a little while. 

 

I broke the silence. “So why the hyperactive wild child routine?” 

 

“Once you got the autopsy photos and went to Marty,The Outfit knew what you were 

planning to do.  We had heard a few weeks ago from our contact at the Taos PD that Missy 

had been murdered but didn‟t know what had happened to you until you showed up at 

Marty‟s.” 

 

I just nodded, taking it all in. 

 

Erica continued. “The case, just as I said, had gone „off the books‟ by then since there was 

no legal way to indict my father without a witness and The Outfit wanted him out of the way, 

permanently, and they knew that would be your purpose—to avenge Missy.  They knew you 

and your persistence and figured that they would let you develop your conclusions, but I sold 

them on the idea that I would direct you. 

 

“I convinced them that I could move you more quickly toward the conclusion because of 

my intimate knowledge, and that part is true.  The whacky Erica persona was theater until it 

got too convoluted trying to get you off track and believe that I was just somebody who really 

didn‟t have any personal ties to this thing but was an adrenalin junkie, the „action‟ thing.  You 

just kept figuring the ruse out, and the more I changed it the more you caught me.  I figure 

I‟m pretty sharp, but you were way ahead of me.” 
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“The whole thing was pretty strange, I admit, and you really had me going. But what 

about the Rutgers campus thing and how to get to Basking Ridge and all?” 

 

“Hey, man, I was just a girl who grew up here and you got part of it right.  Most anyone 

would know how to get around out here, but I just wasn‟t paying attention.  I was on a gym 

team and along for the ride to the meets.  I was a kid, one burb is like another and if it wasn‟t 

on the bus line or train schedule I didn‟t pay much attention to the geography.  I really didn‟t 

know where Mendham was in relation to Basking Ridge, I just knew that I got in a car, on a 

bus or train, the door was shut and someone drove me wherever a kid needed to be.  When 

we arrived the door opened and I got out.” 

 

“Well again, you really had me going.  You mixed lies up with facts but to me they all 

seemed to be lies.”  I shook my head slowly from side to side, “I think you can see my point.” 

 

She nodded. 

 

“And the picture of Molly in the hall?” I asked. 

 

“I just got rattled.   I knew that there was one of Missy, but it‟s been years.  I thought I 

might have been genuinely mistaken, that even though she competed her picture might not 

have been there, maybe taken down and not replaced but you really figured out how to find 

the right one.”  

 

She continued, “Like I said, I was making mostly defensive moves once you started 

figuring everything out.  I only found out that you were coming a couple of days ago so I 

didn‟t have a lot of time to research backup; then the game got just plain stupid.” 

 

I interjected, “But you were playing The Outfit too.” 

 

“Now you know,” she affirmed. 

 

“You weren‟t coming along to monitor and play liaison. When it came down to the 

cutting, you were going to kill your father.” 

 

“Yes, he killed my mother and my best friend.  I know his habits and how we can get into 

that house.  I can direct you through the maze because you have training to breach the kind of 

security he has in place out on the estate that I don‟t have, but when it comes down to pulling 

the trigger, I want to do it.” 

 

“I understand, but there was something else you said that was true.  If anything went 

wrong, I would be the fall guy.” 

 

“That part is true as well.  I won‟t lie to you.  I would walk away unless circumstantially 

that became impossible and you would take the fall, that is, if anything went wrong.” 
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“Or maybe even if anything didn‟t go wrong. Did you set it up that way?” 

 

“No, I‟ll be honest because we really are partners in my mind with a single purpose.  If it 

came down to it, you would take the fall though because The Outfit doesn‟t want you walking 

away.  You are too dangerous out of their control.  You would either have to come back into 

the fold for their protection or be the patsy raving lunatic that you portrayed in our earlier 

discussion.  The old trite „once you are in‟ thing.” 

 

I thought of my advisor at Arizona State, ex-CIA, who told me the same thing one day 

when I was in his office and he took a phone call and started speaking in German.  His 

specialty was bringing operatives out from behind the Iron Curtain.  After the conversation 

ended he looked at me sitting in a chair next to his desk and simply said, “Once you are in.” 

 

“Or I could simply disappear, on my own that is, not in the permanent sense,” I said. 

 

“You know The Outfit,” Erica replied, “easier said than done.” 

 

She definitely had a point.  I added, “I‟m sure they would have a similar fate for you 

given the right circumstances.” 

 

“Maybe they are setting us both up.  Daughter and assassin kill father for inheritance or 

something like that, but you know why I‟m in, same as you.” 

 

“Besides why, you have the trust fund stipend?” 

 

“Maybe I‟m greedy.  The press loves that stuff.  Besides, the trust fund is on my mom‟s 

side.” 

 
I nodded slowly and finally said, “Anyway we have to, for Missy.” 

 
*      *      * 

 

We sat again in silence for a few minutes.  Finally Erica turned to me and extended her 

hand and covered the back of mine resting on the edge of the bed.“In the interest of full 

disclosure, one final thing.” 

 

“What‟s that?” 

 

“‟Crazy Erica‟ had some pretty acerbic opinions about men.” 

 

“True,” I replied. 

 

“From a young woman‟s standpoint many of the things she said were true but . . .” 

 

“But?”  I interjected. 
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“Well, this is neither the time nor the place but should we come through this intact I 

would like nothing better than to go off with you and spend some quiet and intimate time 

together.  You are quite an extraordinary man.  I sensed it the moment I read your profile, 

then meeting you, well, irrespective of age, you are very sexually and intellectually 

appealing.” 

 

“Likewise,” I said, “but first we have a job to do.” 

 

She reached over and patted my hand.  Then leaned over and kissed me quickly on the 

cheek. 

 

We sat a few moments more, got up and rolled up the plans, took them and some manila 

envelopes that were in the bureau drawer with us as we walked down the hall to the living 

room and spent a while with Nan before we left. 
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Chapter 11/ 

Erica drove as we pulled out on Lake Road and continued east a mile or so to the light at 

Finley across from a high school and turned left, north. 

 

Erica nodded to our right toward the school, “Ridge High where Missy went.” 

 

I looked at the school as we passed and nodded.  It sat back off the street and up a hill.  

 

We proceeded north about a half of a mile through an idyllic scene that could have been 

painted by Norman Rockwell into downtown Basking Ridge, all two or three square blocks of 

it.The main street was lined with a bank, little shops, a tavern and a restaurant with dining on 

the sidewalk at the sole intersection with a conventional pedestrian crossing in the downtown 

area. 

 

Prior to getting directly into the city center, the main street was lined with restored 

eighteenth and nineteenth century houses. 

 

The entire experience was like stepping back in time—though not designed to be a tourist 

destination Basking Ridge is pretty far off the beaten path—no, it was a functioning 

community, a very well-preserved, historic and very expensive functioning community. 

 

At the head of the block was a red brick Presbyterian church with a white column façade 

and stone steps coming down from massive front doors.We turned in front of it to kind of jog 

around the building on the street and proceed north.  As we passed it Erica commented, 

“George Washington and Lafayette, the French general, used to meet here during the 

American Revolution.  On nice days they would dine next to the church under that oak that‟s 

still standing over there,” she nodded as we drove by to the right of the building. 

 

I could see this huge oak with limbs propped up by supports behind a fence adjacent to 

the side of the church. 

 

“The oldest and largest living oak in the United States,” Erica commented. 

 

I took in the travelogue as we continued and passed the cemetery behind the church.  “A 

lot of history in this little town,” she said. “Graves in there go back to the early seventeen 

hundreds, and twenty some are the resting places of Revolutionary soldiers.” 

 

I was looking at the cars parked along the way—Mercedes, Lexus, Beemers, and a 

Porsche or two.  “And a lot of money,” I commented. 

 

“They call it the wealth belt.  They still ride the hounds and steeple chase on the estates 

just west of here in Bedminster.  Jackie Kennedy had her horse farm just a few miles north of 

Bedminster on Peapack Road.  They say that John was jogging with his dog down that road 
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the morning before he and his wife were killed in the airplane accident flying out of 

Teterboro.” 

 

“Where your father had his private jet?” 

 

“Same,” she replied. 

 

A few minutes later we turned on route 202 east for about a quarter of a mile and then 

took a “Y” to the right down a tree-lined road and past the Basking Ridge Country Club, 

continuing east through the countryside.  I saw an ancient sign indicating that we were going 

toward Madison and that Morristown was somewhere north of us. 

 

I looked from side to side, seeing what looked like hotels set off from the road atop the 

hills in the rolling terrain. 

 

“Estates,” Erica commented, “my father‟s is just down the road.  Something over three 

hundred manicured acres.  We‟re driving by just to give you a feel for the place.  I won‟t stop.  

He has fairly heavy security, both of the electronic and human kind, and I don‟t want anyone 

to think anything suspicious is happening.  Just a car passing on a country road in pastoral 

New Jersey.” 

 

I had to comment, “You know, Erica, this is a beautiful place; Jersey takes a bad rap.” 

 

“The Garden State,” she replied.  “Unfortunately, the passers through only see the 

airport, the industrial areas and refineries on the I95 south of Bayonne.  The refineries you 

not only see but smell.  There‟s a very bad joke about a woman asking her husband to kiss her 

where it stinks and he bought them a pair of tickets and flew her to New Jersey.” 

 

“Hmm.”  I continued to watch the countryside passing by, ignoring any response to the 
joke but commenting on what I saw, “Beautiful.” 

 
*      *      * 

 
We rounded a gentle bend in the road and straightened out, and there on our right, 

surrounded by a white rail fence was a vast open expanse of meadow which in any other 

context would be considered a park.  Beautifully manicured acres of grass and trees.  It was 

topped off on the horizon quite a distance from the road by a huge house with a wooded area 

behind it. 

 

“That‟s it,” Erica commented, slowing the car only marginally as we passed. 

 

“I have a complete layout of the property in the roll of plans and aerials in the 

envelopes we picked up at Nan‟s.” 

 

“She knew I was coming,” I commented. “Isn‟t that a breach?” 
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“Her daughter was murdered, she‟s what‟s left of my family.  I had to tell her things 

were in hand.” 

 

“And that a white knight was on the way.” 

 

“I could have been more candid and said a paid assassin, she wouldn‟t have cared.” 

 

“I‟m not being paid, this is on my nickel,” I reminded her. 

 

“Anyway, she knows what we‟re planning to do.” 

 

“Specifically?” I asked. 

 

Erica shook her head from side to side, an indication but not a total commitment.“I 

never told her directly, but Nan‟s a tough cookie; she knows and would do it herself if she 

could.” 

She paused, then specified what I had already surmised, “Nan knows just enough, but 

has no direct knowledge, just innuendo.  Deniability in the worst case.  She has to remain 

clean no matter what happens.” 

 

“So did you actually tell her who I was?” 

 

“Your name, no way; I‟m not even sure what it really is.  The Outfit is a quagmire of 

deceit, especially with identities and that‟s the way it should be. I told her that you were a 

specialist in eliminating toxic human waste and that you were the best, but just coming in as 

an advisor on the facts of the case.  Nothing more, but she gets it.” 

 

“I hope I can live up to the hype.” 

 

“You will.  We both will, or die trying.” 

 

“And the plans and the envelope?” 

 

“Things Missy accumulated before she went on witness protection.  She stashed them 

in her old room in the bureau drawer.  The envelope contains aerials that were from a tax 

assessment a few years ago.  That‟s the way they do it, you know, these places are so large 

they just fly over and use the pictures to determine assessed property values and provide 

copies to the home or estate owner in case they want to challenge the assessment. She was 

able to smuggle the pictures out with the roll of prints, and had a lot of first-hand information 

in her head.” 

 

She paused, fiddled with the edge of the rear view mirror and continued, “The place is 

lightly fortified like a secondary military installation from a technology standpoint, but it is 

enough to be intimidating.  The last time I was in there was maybe two years ago and I felt 

trapped in my own father‟s home.  But that was then and things change quickly today.  That‟s 

why I wanted you to help us breach the security.  I can‟t just go up to the front door and when 
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Lenny the butler answers say, „Hey, Len, good to see ya.  I‟m here to shoot dad.  Is he in his 

office?‟” 

 

“Seems like you did pretty well altering the security system with the doors at the end 

of the hall.” 

 

“Dumb luck.  The Wi-Fi went down and we had a shot with a tip from the cable 

company.  But though that‟s a major achievement in terms of entering the house, the real trick 

will be getting across the grounds.” 

 

“And how do we figure the place out?” 

 

“I have an updated set of plans of the grounds and most of the security aspects as part 

of that roll that Missy snuck out before she ended up in Taos.” 

 

Just then we passed a large, very impressive property with another huge set of 

buildings set back beyond at least a hundred acres of perfectly manicured lawn.  A fenced-in 

horse pasture complete with horses sat adjacent on the west side. 

 

“Wall Street paid for that one, new money,” Erica commented as she noticed my 

fascination.  “The old money sits farther back in the woods and they have nothing to prove.  

You can‟t see the houses from the roads, decades of growth between.” 

 

I took in as much as I could of the estates as we passed and continued on toward 

Madison, another version of Basking Ridge but larger and a bit more contemporary.  Then 

through the little towns and country roads toward the city as things became more urban and 

industrial; finally onto I78 until we went through the Holland and ended up in front of Erica‟s 

place in Alphabet City next to Greenwich Village.  It‟s called Alphabet City because the 

streets are designated by letters of the alphabet.  Avenue A,Avenue B, etc.  Lots of 

neighborhoods like this right in the confines of New York City. 

 

She pulled to the curb, stopped and turned toward to me. 

 

“Tomorrow at one in the afternoon.  Here,” she nodded toward her building.  “I‟ll fill 

you in on my preliminary game plan, we‟ll refine it together, establish a mission target date 

and then we‟ll get armored.  Third floor walk-up, door at the right head of the stairs, marked 

3B.” 

 

With that she opened the driver‟s door and slid out of the seat alighting on the 

pavement next to the car.  She retrieved the roll of plans and manila envelope from the back 

seat and walked behind the car, tapping the trunk as she passed and started up the steps of the 

building, then turned and waved. 

 

After she entered the building I got out of the car, walked around and got into the driver‟s 

seat, adjusted it and pulled out into traffic.   Twenty minutes later I was back at my hotel. 
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*      *      * 
 

I opened the door to my room.  The Do Not Disturb sign was still on the door.  Before I 

had left to pick up Erica, I had confirmed with housekeeping by phone and at the front desk 

that I didn‟t want my room cleaned that day. 

 

My dirty towels were still in the bathroom and the bed was still basically unmade though 

I had tossed the bedspread up over it when I got up. 

 

I picked up three short pieces of dental floss: one off the carpet in front of the dresser, 

another was laying on the desk behind my laptop and the last was on the carpet behind the 

little chrome tube stand where you can put your suitcase.  I tossed them into the trash can. 

 
I crashed on the bed.  I was exhausted. Later I awoke and started doing research online 

regarding the old estates like Erica‟s father‟s.  I found some very interesting information. 
 

*      *      * 

 

“Did your people check out my room?” I asked Erica the next afternoon when she 

handed me a steaming cup of black coffee. 

 

“Not impossible, but I don‟t think so.  They figured I had you moving toward the plan but 

who knows, nobody really trusts anyone in this business,” she answered. 

 

“Then if it wasn‟t The Outfit, I‟ve been compromised.  Someone was in my room 

yesterday while we were in New Jersey.” 

 

“You must be sure,” she said. 

 

“Ninety plus percent.  There‟s always a chance a preoccupied maid would disregard a Do 

Not Disturb sign and enter my room, but only modestly probable that she would open my 

dresser drawer and highly improbable that she would open my laptop or my luggage.” 

 

“So you are sure that someone was in?” 

 

“Simple British Intelligence trick from way back.  Ian Fleming even included a variation 

of it in one of his Bond books.  I balanced a small piece of dental floss on the lip of the dresser 

drawer side rail and laid another short piece on top of the closed laptop held in place with a 

bit of spit before I left.  Both were disturbed; the drawer piece fell off when the drawer was 

opened and ended up on the floor and the laptop piece with the spit dried out slid off and 

ended up on top of the desk when the laptop was opened. Consequently, someone checked 

the drawer and opened the laptop looking for something. 

 

“As a failsafe I put a piece on my roll along luggage that was on the luggage stand.  It had 

been opened too—the floss was on the carpet behind the stand.  They were pretty good 

though, other than the floss you couldn‟t tell that anything had been disturbed.” 



55 

“If you‟re right and it wasn‟t The Outfit, then you know where that leaves us,” Erica 

commented. 

 

“They know, rather, your father knows I‟m coming.  Why else would I be here?” 

 

“Correct, but . . .” she paused and gave me a chance to complete her conclusion. 

 

“It really doesn‟t change much.  We must be far more careful, but the objective and 

mission remain the same.  As an old colleague of mine would say who really didn‟t know his 

vocabulary, it‟s a „mute‟ point.  It‟s information but it really doesn‟t change much.” 

 

“Except how did they know?” 

 

“Well, your people figured it out, but it‟s really immaterial now.  I‟ll figure it out later if I 

have to.  It is what it is and we‟ll proceed.  This conclusion is simply for informational 

purposes.  The plan remains pretty much the same, such as it is. We have to take into 

consideration that they‟ll be even more on their guard.” 
 

*      *      * 

 

We poured over the plans and the aerial photos for most of the afternoon.  Erica made 

great coffee, an art that few individuals or eateries succeed at. 

 

She was right, the place was a virtual fortress, though it seemed pretty pastoral and 

benign from the road.  Fortress was probably overdoing it, but descriptive of a place with a 

reinforced perimeter.  It wasn‟t fortified to military standards but when compared to similar 

estates in New Jersey it had some major deterrents to intruders and defensive systems within 

to protect its core. 

 

The perimeter of the estate looked normal enough with a decorative white rail type fence 

surrounding it and a remote controlled gated entry that opened onto a lane that went almost 

a quarter mile up to the house past some old but restored horse barns and a carriage house in 

the same condition. 

 

The entire estate covered about three hundred acres in a park-like setting, and from the 

house to the back property line was a well-manicured woods complete with a private lake, 

sports amenities for golf and skeet shooting and a woods of about ten acres. 

 

What you couldn‟t see, though, from the road and what must have cost a fortune was the 

laser system that was integral to the fence and gate and created a barrier that went 

completely around the property.  Anyone or anything attempting to cross or go through the 

fence or gate would break the beams and that would trigger an alarm at the security center 

located in the old carriage house next to the main drive  leading up to the house where 

everything including gate access is video monitored twenty-four seven.  The current 

technology of the laser systems is fairly selective and redundant so that the random bird 
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flying through them or leaves falling won‟t completely break a beam and cause an alarm, but 

anything of size will and most notably, and to the purpose, people or vehicles. 

 

The perceived breach, if after dusk, then triggers a lighting system that bathes the entire 

estate‟s perimeter and most of the grounds in light, like a football field for a night game, and 

guard dogs are dispatched to locate and hold at bay any intruders until guards can apprehend 

them.  The dogs have locator collars so that their location can be tracked anywhere they are 

on the estate.  All activities, including video surveillance of the entire fenced perimeter, are 

monitored from the carriage house after the dogs are dispatched.  The monitoring and 

surveillance is designed to radiate from the core in the carriage house through the estate to 

the fenced perimeter. 

 

The whole sequence is activated by breaking the laser barrier. 

 

The house at the core was fairly benign in terms of security monitoring though.If 

someone does get to the house, it‟s equipped with pretty standard security.  The normal stuff 

you might find in a suburban home only on a larger scale.  Doors and windows wired, motion 

detectors inside, and such. 

 

“The motion detectors are zoned according to the latest information that we have.  My 

father is an insomniac and works well into the night in his office.  That area and his bedroom 

off the hall that I showed you that leads to his office are usually not activated while he is up 

and that can be until two or three in the morning, sometimes until four A.M.” 

 

“Video in the house?” I asked. 

 

“It‟s a quirk that works in our favor.  There is none in the zone where my father‟s office 

and bedroom are.  He evidently felt that was too intrusive.  Not sure what he was concerned 

about anyone seeing and I‟d rather not know.” 

 

“Any idea how many guards are on staff and how good they are?” 

 

“When I was there last on the grounds there were four.  All are ex-military.  It‟s hard to 

say, but they all looked like they knew what they were doing.” 

 

“You went through basic in Kentucky with The Outfit; could they have stood up there?” 

 

“No doubt, they would at least meet that standard. All of them are stationed in the 

carriage house and bunk there too.  It has a complete kitchen, lounge, a weight room and 

other facilities.  Someone is always monitoring, and the others are on immediate call day or 

night.  It‟s kind of like a firehouse.  Even when three are sleeping, one is monitoring and the 

others are set up to go immediately into action should there be an alarm.  They share the duty 

stations and responsibilities and cycle through twenty-four seven. 
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“If there was a breach, one of them would be immediately dispatched to the house to 

confront any intruders who made it that far, two along with the dogs would go out on 

property to locate whoever compromised the system and the fourth guy would stay in the 

carriage house to monitor the systems and maintain radio contact.  He is also the backup of 

last resort if additional support would be needed.” 

 

“How are they armed?” 

 

“Pretty standard sidearms.  Glock 17s, 9 millimeter pistols with a magazine capacity of 

17.  There is an indoor range in the old horse barn adjacent to the carriage house.  They 

practice regularly.  When I was there I went down and watched them a few times.  They are 

serious and can unload a clip tightly into a torso target at up to fifty feet.” 

 

“Good enough for close-in work,” I commented.  “Hard to say how good they are farther 

out or if someone is on the fly.  A stationary target is one thing, but a moving, evading one 

another.  They that good?” 

 

“Can‟t help you there.  Only speculation.  These guys seemed to know their stuff, 

though.” 

 

“You know a lot about guns.” 

 

“Grew up around them.  I tumbled and did the gymnastics thing, and Daddy competed in 

sporting clays.  He put a shotgun in my hands when he figured the kick wouldn‟t knock me on 

my butt.  Pistols, I was licensed concealed carry at Princeton in case of kidnapping, the family 

thing, you know, and the money.  Anyway, if they—faculty, students, whatever—only knew it 

would have freaked out the campus that I was packing and would have made national news. 

When I got recruited by The Outfit I qualified in semiautomatic pistols and machine pistols, 

UZIs, Macs, H and Ks and the like.  I also cleared the firearms recognition training.” 

 

“These guys got anything heavier armament wise?” 

 

“No, just sidearms, except for the guy who would be dispatched to the house. Another bit 

of dumb luck.  When our guy went out on the Wi-Fi repair ruse, he was escorted by one of the 

guards who he kind of buddied up to.” 

 

“Really,” I said. 

 

“Yeah,” she answered.  “The guard let him sweep the house for cable problems on his 

own and then asked him to come to the carriage house when he was finished to make sure 

they didn‟t have a problem there.  After our guy did the quick rewire on the French doors he 

went to the carriage house and checked it out.  He saw that they had a Remington Model 870 

Express Tactical Special Ops II 12 Gauge with no choke and a Mossberg Chainsaw 500 

12Guage at the ready.” 
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“Very nasty looking, the „Chainsaw‟ specifically, and effective.  18 inch barrel, pistol grip, 

pump action designed to be shot from the hip, and the top-mounted grip on the forestock 

pump over the barrel helps control the barrel‟s upward creep from recoil and pumping that 

plague other tactical shotguns,” I commented. 

 

“Yeah, the guard said they were both loaded with buckshot.  If someone can get that 

close, that is, into the house, he can spray a hall or a room pretty neatly.  Would seriously 

mess up the woodwork, though.” 

 

“Not to mention the paint,” I added. “So we‟re dealing with a pretty sophisticated 

perimeter system, dogs which are a major threat out on the grounds, a fairly lightly armed 

guard force with no fully automatic weapons and in reasonably modest numbers given the 

size of the property.  A pretty scary guard guy on the inside; everyone hates shotguns and 

they work lethally, especially close in.  Hell, just the looks of the Chainsaw would give most 

intruders a coronary.  And finally a set of French doors that were bypassed a few days ago and 

we would hope still are but can‟t count on.” 

 

I paused, collected my thoughts then continued.“They‟re pretty lightly armed for bad 

guys,” I said.  “Figured they would have Heckler and Koch MP5s or some variant, older model 

UZIs at the least, primitive but effective.” 

 

“I told you that my father has a pretty strong facade of respectability.  Besides, this is 

New Jersey and even for bodyguards the rules about armament are strict.  They‟re all licensed 

and if anything were to happen it would look as if it were on the up and up.  The shotguns are 

pressing the limits but they‟re still considered just shotguns, sporting weapons, even though 

those two are tactical assault weapons designed for that purpose.” 

 

“So what do you figure would happen if we get caught on the property?” 

 

“They, or rather, my father would kill us, and what was left of us would pop up as far 

away as possible.  The guards might not do it directly but it would be done.  My dad has those 

connections.” 

 

“You sure of that?” 

 

“Just as sure of the fact that my father had both my mother and Missy killed.  I wouldn‟t 

even guess who else.  I would bet there are more, but that‟s only speculation.  Two are enough 

for our purposes.” 

 

She went on, “If they did check out your room and they know you‟re coming, don‟t you 

figure that they‟ve gotten the French door thing?  They would have checked everything out 

and beefed up everything, be on alert.” 
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“They would be idiots if they didn‟t and it sounds like they aren‟t.  We have to assume 

that the French doors are activated again, but that doesn‟t change the fact that they are the 

most direct route in and the hall is the best route to the office or the bedroom.” 

 

“And the most dangerous if you‟re running into a hail of buckshot.” 

 

“Exactly, and even getting there from outside the fence is pretty challenging.  Mostly 

time consuming crossing the property once the laser barrier has been violated.  Dogs, men, 

guns.  Odds are against making the house even though there is a limited defense force.” 

 

“So, any ideas?” 

 

“Are you claustrophobic or afraid of the dark and do you mind getting wet and dirty?” 

 

A bit of the Crazy Erica reemerged. “I‟m not afraid of anything, just want the action, 

baby,” she replied and laughed aloud at her own theater and irony. 

 

I couldn‟t help it, I laughed too, almost a macabre scene but it provided relief. 

 

I thought that she was so damned cute, smart, sexy and, yes, dangerous. 

 

We both settled down and smiled conspiratorially at each other.  The smile of 

conspirators in murder—something nobody in the rest of the world that most people feel 

secure in if they have never experienced it or accepted the planning of such an act without 

reservation or compassion for their victim would understand—actually looking forward to the 

experience. 

 

I allowed myself for just a moment to hope that we would get through this and would 

have the time together that she had described.  I wanted to kiss her right then but I knew that 

I might have to kill her.  I chose to wait until I knew which of the manyEricas I was really 

dealing with. 

*      *      * 

 

I turned the pages of the roll of plans to the plot plan of the entire estate and pointed to 

the upper right corner of the representation of the property.  She looked on and waited for me 

to explain.I pointed to the lake on the plan and asked, “This is manmade, not natural, right?” 

 

“The estate was originally built in the late nineteenth century and the lake was 

constructed then.  Other estates have them too if they were built about then.  My father‟s 

place is pretty much the way it originally was grounds wise, except that the house was 

completely gutted, renovated and updated about thirty years ago along with the barns and 

carriage house.” 
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I appreciated the overview but drew her back to the lake by tapping my finger on the 

plan.“This lake isn‟t natural, so there‟s no natural flow to keep it full.” 

 

“Never thought of it,” she said, “it was just always there.  I never thought about it going 

dry.  You‟re right; it was always full of water both when it was rainy and during dry spells.” 

 

“But there is a natural water source about a mile north of the property that unless there 

is the severest of droughts maintains a pretty consistent level of water.”I pointed to the upper 

right corner of the representation of the lake on the plan.“See those parallel dots that go from 

the lake to the upper right-hand margin of the page?” 

 

She nodded, and I continued, “That‟s a flume, in the crudest terms a trough that guides 

water from a source to the pond so that the pond maintains an appropriate level of water.  A 

lot of the City of New York water system still uses these things constructed over a hundred 

years ago to bring in water from north of the city.” 

 

She thought for a minute, then added, “Kind of the way a tank on a toilet maintains its 

level after it‟s flushed.” 

 

“Pretty similar,” I explained. “When the pond goes down to a certain level, the source 

feeds the man-made lake to restore its level by opening a gate of sorts at the source and the 

water goes down the flume and restores the level of the pond.It was probably monitored 

manually when it was built, but now the level is likely electronically controlled so that when 

the level goes down to a certain point the flume gate is opened and the level is restored.” 

 

“Again like a toilet tank,” she affirmed.  “But what does that have to do with us?” 

 

“The trick first of all is to get into the estate grounds without triggering the perimeter 

laser defense and bringing out the dogs and the guards.” 

 

“Makes sense,” she agreed. 

 

“The flume is like a wooden trough under ground level with a cap on top.  On the cap 

above ground are hatches every so far to get into the flume periodically to maintain it.  Inside 

the flume it is probably about five to six feet from floor to cap if it is a main and if it isn‟t 

flooded to restore the pond there is probably a foot of standing water on the surface of the 

floor.  The moisture from the standing water keeps the wood lining of the flume from drying 

out and leaking, like wine barrels.  The moisture keeps the wood expanded and the joints 

closed.” 

 

“What‟s a main?” 

 

“From what I know about these systems and the history of the area, the ponds are all tied 

together by a system from the source to a main and then to smaller inlets to individual ponds 

on estates.  The main is the largest flume, and then it‟s distributed through smaller systems to 
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fill the ponds.  It‟s a system that has been in place since the beginning of the twentieth 

century in its basic form, but still is pretty much the same mostly because it still works and it 

would be cost prohibitive to renovate it until completely necessary. 

“It‟s very basic—the ponds only lose significant level during dry spells and the main 

flume services several estate ponds in a radiating system.  It‟s been pretty wet, so the ponds 

should be full and as a result the flumes fairly devoid of water.” 

 

“So, you‟re suggesting that we go down there to gain access to the estate without 

triggering the laser defensive perimeter?” 

 

“Can‟t say that yet, but recon is necessary.  Hopefully the pond is fed by a main, but even 

if it is a smaller diameter inlet to the pond it would still be large enough for a man to get into 

and crawl through above the standing water level for maintenance.  Ideal situation would be 

that the flume is a main to and beyond the perimeter of the grounds and then gets smaller.  

But, it‟s only dots on the map.  The whole thing could have been abandoned years ago, 

partially caved in and an alternate system installed.  Then the old one could be abandoned 

and blocked off.” 

 

I continued, “You said that the cable company gave you a heads up and allowed you to 

send a technician in under the guise of a repairman.  I assume you have the same 

arrangement with the gas company, PSE&G?” 

 

“Probably.” 

 

“Check to be sure.Then I want a service tech‟s „uni,‟ a service van and some hand-held 

gas monitoring equipment.” 

 

“Oh really.” 

 

“Not a tall order if the utilities are working with you.  I saw on the aerial photos that 

there‟s a power line running just south of the estate.  Usually gas lines follow the same right 

of ways.  Gas monitoring employees walk the lines twenty-four seven to monitor for gas leaks, 

day and night.  They use hand-held equipment to sense gas leaks on the line.  And it doesn‟t 

have to be done during daylight.  Gas is gas and detecting it with a sensing device isn‟t 

dependent on it being daylight, just being able to read the illuminated visual on the sensing 

devise.” 

 

“So you want a cover to be out there at night to look for the maintenance hatch outside of 

the estate‟s perimeter.” 

 

I gave her a thumbs up. “I knew that you were smart.  Set it up with your handler.  I 

know you have one, Marty or whoever that person might be, and I‟ll check it out.  It may be a 

dead end or a way to get in.  Without recon, though, we would only be guessing.” 

 

“I‟ll take care of it.” 
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“Also, a few housekeeping items to get you and The Outfit up to date.First, I‟m not going 

AWOL, I‟m staying on.  So tell them I consider myself a career employee.” 

 

Erica‟s brows furrowed a bit and she said, “Are you absolutely sure, I mean absolutely?” 

 

“I‟m sure that I have no other prospects.  It‟s not exactly like I could go on LinkedIn 

looking for a position like mine.  Leaving was a fantasy and probably had something to do 

with dealing with my mother‟s passing.” 

 

“As long as you‟re sure,” she replied, “I‟ll go ahead and pass it along.” 

 

“I‟m good at it and besides who could replace me?” 

 

She nodded in acknowledgment, then looked down at the floor. 

 

“Second, I‟ve moved.   I won‟t say where, and tell whoever your handler is not to intrude 

on my space again.  It might not have been them, and if it was I‟m not sure what they were 

looking for but the odds are heavy that the intruder in my hotel room was with The Outfit and 

just you, and maybe Marty, knew that I would be gone all day chasing fairies out in the New 

Jersey burbs and that an intruder would have ample opportunity to check out my digs.  Might 

be wrong, but I don‟t think so.  Besides, whoever did it was a pro.  Probably standard 

operating procedure because they figured I was going to stay out of the business after this 

was over, but now that issue is settled.” 

 

Erica didn‟t say anything, she just looked up and gave me a “whatever” look.  Rolled her 

eyes while she waved her right hand dismissively into the air.“You won‟t even tell me, your 

partner, your buddy, where you‟re staying?”  She acted pissed. 

 

I didn‟t answer but just said, “Get over the attitude.  Get me the van and clothes along 

with a gas monitoring device and a shovel.” 

 

She nodded in chastisement, then said, “I‟m getting sick of your paranoia.” 

 

“When my ass is on the line I don‟t trust anyone.  This is life and death, it‟s only prudent.  

And my life is more important to me than anything, including yours.  No death wish here.  I 

might need to do this, but I fully intend to survive.” 

 

She didn‟t say anything. 

 

I continued, “When you have it together call me on my cell.  If I don‟t hear from you I‟ll 

do it on my own.  I‟ve done it before with fewer resources and less information.  Fair warning:  

you‟re cute and your current story is compelling but I don‟t trust you any farther than your 

tight little ass could run in five seconds.  I‟m still not sure who you really are.” 

 

I picked up and left. 
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Chapter 12/ 

I was lying on my bed watching The Cartoon Channel when the phone rang.  The Road 

Runner was making The Coyote look stupid as usual.  I love the highbrow stuff.  “Huckleberry 

Hound” was next up, and I was a little annoyed that the phone had interrupted the 

entertainment fare.  I had planned on switching over to PBS and catching Bert and Ernie 

after Huck was on. 

 

It was two days after I had talked with Erica, and I had taken up residence in the 

Bernards Inn, in Bernardsville, a small town adjacent to Basking Ridge.  While I had waited 

to hear from her, I had checked out Washington‟s headquarters in Morristown about six 

miles north, the encampment at Jockey Hollow just north of Bernardsville where Washington 

wintered his troops for two brutal winters just like at Valley Forge, but Valley Forge must 

have had a better publicist because that‟s all they write about in the history books.  I even 

visited the cemetery behind the Presbyterian church in Basking Ridge and checked out the 

oak where Washington and Lafayette had picnicked. 

 

Lots of history around here.  Lafayette had five thousand or so French soldiers that were 

allied with Washington‟s force and they were encamped on what is now the south side of 

Basking Ridge in areas, at that time farming villages, called Lyons and Liberty Corner.  Lyons 

is now the site of a large VA hospital that sits on several hundred acres. 

 

We contemporarily have a general level of contempt for the French and think of them as 

effete snobs, but truth be known they pretty much saved our bacon during the American 

Revolution thanks to Benjamin Franklin who was our wartime ambassador to France.Had 

they not allied with us we might still be singing “God Save the Queen.” But the French had no 

love for the British during that period and Franklin capitalized upon it after years of 

negotiation and persuaded them to come to our side, send aid and then troops.  Kind of like 

England did with us during World War II when Hitler threatened to overrun the British Isles 

as he had all of Europe.  What goes around comes around. 

 

I also cruised by the estate a couple of times.  Always during rush hours such as they 

were in that neck of the woods so I hopefully looked like a commuter taking a shortcut over to 

Madison.  I would return to Basking Ridge/Bernardsville by going south through Chatham, 

Myersville and west on Long Hill Road. 

 

I verified something that I had seen on the aerials.  There was a public road that skirted 

the fence along the west side of the estate.  It was an improved road and paved.  I figured I 

could get to the utility right of way from there as it crossed south of the property parallel to 

the fence. 

 
I also checked the rainfall over the last several weeks and it was normal for late spring so 

my guess was that the ponds were full and the flumes hadn‟t been used to support the water 
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level for some time.  The prospective rainfall for the next week remained about the same, so 
the prospects of the main gates being opened and the flumes being flooded were minimal. 

 
*      *      * 

 

The call was from Erica, still smarting from our last encounter.“There‟s a restaurant on 

202 called Vine a little less than a mile from where we turned to go to the road by the country 

club when we drove through Basking Ridge.  You can Google up the exact address.Tonight 

there will be a gas company service van parked in the lot after eight.  If you don‟t pick it up 

tonight, it will be there again tomorrow night.Whenever you need it, drive your car to the 

restaurant, park in the lot.  The rear door to the van will be open.  There will be nothing 

inside except a uniform, a pair of gloves and under the passenger seat a gas sensing monitor.  

A flashlight and a short-handled shovel will be in the cargo area. 

 

“The ignition key will be in the passenger door pocket.  Go do your thing and bring the 

van back and leave it as you found it.  Call me on this number when you decide what our next 

step is.  Also, there is a phony gas company ID in the door pocket attached to the key with a 

clip in case anyone wants to know who you are and what you are doing.  Don‟t forget your 

name.” 

 

Pause. 

 

“Got it?” she asked. 

 

“Got it.” 

 
The line went dead.“Huckleberry Hound"was just starting. 

 

*      *      * 

 

I left the hotel at a quarter until eight that evening and drove east on Route 202 which 

conveniently ran directly through Bernardsville in front of the hotel. 

 

The van was in the parking lot at Vine just as Erica had said it would be. 

 

I drove the van out toward the estate and turned south on the road that skirted the west 

fence and drove to the end where it turned ninety degrees right which was west.  I did a “U” 

and parked on the shoulder of the road facing east.  I could see the power lines about a 

hundred feet to the south running parallel to the estate‟s south fence line. 

 

I got out of the van, turned on the hand-held gas sensor and held it in my left hand as if I 

was watching the readings and walked with the flashlight in my right, scanning the beam 

from left to right in front of me. 

 

It took about twenty minutes of scanning the right of way until I finally found a hatch 

cover, gray painted metal, a little rusty where the paint had worn thin and exposed the steel. 
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I looked beyond the fence to the north and saw the lake on the estate side.  The hatch had 

some debris on it, but it wasn‟t buried.  If I needed a shovel to clear the debris one was in the 

van, but it looked like I could clear the hatch with my hands.I nudged at the debris with my 

foot and it moved aside, no apparent problem. 

 

I cleared the debris and tried to raise the hatch.  It was belligerent from rust and 

sediment buildup but it eventually gave.  The opening was about twenty-four inches in 

diameter and after I pried the hatch open and dropped it back to rest on the ground behind 

its hinges, I shot the light beam down the opening and saw water almost five feet below. 

 

I put the flashlight between my teeth and lowered myself in, fully expecting to have to 

drop to the floor of the flume five feet or so below, but was surprised when my foot banged 

into a step on a ladder from the hatch to the floor.  It must have been obscured by the 

shadows when I looked down with the light. 

 

I secured my foot on the step and climbed down until I hit the floor.  The water was 

about up to my mid-calf.I took the flashlight out of my teeth and looked around. 

 

I was in a long wooden tunnel, brown black with stain from a century of exposure.  I 

guessed it was made of oak, hard and durable.  Quite an engineering feat for its time. 

 

There were all of the things one might associate with such an environment.  It was dank, 

the water somewhat fetid from standing so long.  The walls of the flume and all of the upper 

surface were damp and green with slimy plant life, moss and the like, and moisture that 

accumulated on the ceiling periodically dropped with plops into the water.  Not altogether a 

pleasant place, but I was glad that I found it and it could have been worse.  It appeared intact 

and functional. 

 

After getting my bearings I started moving down the flume toward the estate.  I was 

always counting the benefits of being somewhat short for a guy and this was another bonus 

day in that respect.  I could walk slowly without hitting the ceiling by just crouching and 

lowering my head.  If I were over six feet I would have been on my knees.Designed to be 

maintained by men in the late eighteen and early nineteen hundreds when I might have been 

considered on the average tall side. 

 

The flashlight‟s range was limited, and I proceeded cautiously twenty, sixty, then eighty 

and finally about a hundred feet until I encountered a set of bars going across the flume, right 

where I estimated the estate‟s property line would be above. 

 

It wasn‟t a new precaution, you could tell by its aging.  There were half-inch rebar 

verticals crudely welded to a lower and upper steel cross brace supported on either side by 

bolts imbedded into the walls of the flume. 
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I pushed against the bars. Though there was a slight amount of give, there was no 

significant bending; certainly not enough width could be achieved between them to push 

even the slightest person through. 

 

I directed the light through the bars to the other side.  The flume maintained its width 

and height for about twenty five feet and then the side walls became narrower and the ceiling 

began to drop as the passage continued toward the pond.  A vortex effect to speed the water‟s 

acceleration toward the lake where it would spill out on the side of the bank and drain down 

into the pond. 

 

I pointed the flashlight up along the ceiling and there it was—another hatch complete 

with ladder that must open within the fenced perimeter of the estate. 

 

I gave myself a mental “high five,” turned and waded back to the ladder and the hatch.  

They might have a lock on the hatch on the estate side.   Certainly they would if they were 

expecting me, but I‟d figure out how to deal with that. 

 

After I emerged from the hatch outside the estate and closed it, I cautiously walked over 

to the fence line of the estate over the same path that I reckoned the flume followed beneath 

me. 

 

I was careful as I approached the fence, aware of the laser defense, and flashed my light 

over it.  There, about twenty feet or so inside the fence was another gray hatch cover, the one 

I had seen through the bars in the flume below. 

 

Half an hour later I was back in my own clothes, albeit with wet socks and shoes, and on 

my way back to the Bernards Inn.  I knew that Erica and The Outfit would find out where I 

was staying the moment that I had parked the car. 

 
It was a no brainer.  I didn‟t even look in or under the car, but I was sure there would 

have been a GPS homing device installed while it was parked at Vine, and besides they could 
always track me via my cell phone, but I figured that it didn‟t matter.  I knew that they would 
be keeping track of me.Any idiot worth their salt would have.  Actually, I mostly wanted to 
keep Erica on her toes. 

 
*      *      * 

 

I called Erica the next morning. “Things went fine last night,” I said, “thanks for the 

setup.” 

 

“Good,” she said. “Enjoying the Bernards Inn?  Quaint little place.” 

 

I ignored her quite on purpose. “Be ready at one this afternoon.  I‟ll pick you up and 

we‟re going out to Queens.” 

 

“Really?” 
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“Yeah, we‟re going to see Benny the Pooch,” I said. 

 

“I‟ve heard of him, but never saw his operation,” she replied. 

 
“Be outside at one,” I said and hung up. 
 

*** 
 

Benjamin Ben-Gurion Wiseman was The Outfit‟s armorer in the Northeast.  He worked 

out of the basement of a modest red brick two-story house in a Jewish neighborhood near 

Brighton Beach. 

 

He was called “The Pooch” because he had these dark-circled sad brown eyes with bags 

under them, the longest heaviest jowls ever bestowed by nature on man and ears that were 

disproportionately large and with long dangling lobes.  He looked like a bloodhound from the 

neck up. 

 

Upstairs the house looked middle class Jewish complete with his Jewish wife who asked 

if we wanted coffee and nosh when we came through the kitchen following Benny. 

 

We said “No,” thanked her and moved on to the locked door leading to the 

basement.Mrs. Benny looked disappointed. 

 

The basement was a complete contrast to the rest of the layout.  It contained every pistol, 

machine pistol, shotgun, sniper piece, knife and diverse item of weaponry that could be 

imagined plus a complete machine shop for tooling and specializing as well as reloading 

equipment.  Very comprehensive. 

 

“So,” he said, as he stood facing us in the middle of the basement shop under fluorescent 

lights surrounded by racks and racks of weaponry, “what can I do for you today?” 

 

“Pretty simple, Benny.  Twenty-twos silenced, two, preferably Ruger target-grade tuned 

or Browning Buck Mark.  A pair of tactical knives and sheaths and a higher power backup 

handgun.” 

 

“Quiet close-in work unless there is an issue,” he surmised. 

 

“Right, and night work.” 

 

He massaged his jaw with his right hand and considered for a few moments.  His fingers 

were somewhat gnarled and arthritic but contained the skill and the knowledge of his craft, 

art. 
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“For you, these,” he said as he turned and walked toward a locked gun safe.He opened it 

and brought out two Browning Buck Mark Standard URX silenced .22 pistols in matte black 

finish with black nitrite rubber grips and ergonomic finger grooves. 

He turned again toward us in the center of the room, walked to us carrying a gun in each 

hand and gave us each a pistol, butt first.You could see his sense of pride as he presented 

them and nodded slightly. 

 

“Fine balance, great weapons.  I‟ve tuned them; they are as accurate as they can get.  

Ruger Mark IIIs are fine weapons too but I prefer these.” 

 

“You are the maestro,” I said.  I wasn‟t pandering, he was. 

 

He nodded his head a bit again in recognition, then asked, “And something for heavier 

work?” 

 

“Strictly defensive,” I said.  “Hopefully not needed but stopping power would be the 

premium.” 

 

“One or two?” 

 

“I figure one.  We should be picking up a shotgun along the way.” 

 

“Tried and true,” he winked, and then continued, “Colt .45ACP Commander.  Compact 

yet manageable, old tech but fast and accurate, rugged; slug goes in like a dime and goes out 

like a grapefruit.  Oy vey!” he threw up his hands.  “Like them better than nine millimeters, 

more stopping power; nines are wimpy by comparison, go in and out and the guy keeps 

coming.  Mag only holds 7 hollow points but you are pretty good from what I hear and a 

higher capacity piece in .45 is just plain heavy fully loaded and the Commander has great 

balance.  I‟ll give you some spare clips in case, but this is defensive only, right?”   

 

We both nodded in response. 

 

“Two more items,” I said, “tactical knives.” 

 

“Again, Browning.  Black Label, a new model, their boot dagger with polymer sheath.” 

 

“Sold, Benny,” I said, “and all the rigging and ammo we need.” 

 

Benny assembled our order and finally I asked, “Got about four ounces of buckshot?” 

 

“No problem, double ott?” 

 

“Doesn‟t matter, just making a sap out of a pair of socks.  Could come in handy,” I 

answered. 
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We left Benny‟s with two gym bags that made reassuring muffled clunking sounds when 

we put them on the floor of the trunk.  The weapons were all untraceable to any 

governmental organization and had been laundered just like money.  The serial numbers 

were once all registered to known drug dealers or suspects.  Kind of an inside dirty joke.  If 

this was a special ops thing with casualties the bad guys would be the first suspects if 

weapons were left behind or traced. 

 

And always leave the weapons behind. 

 
Leave the gun, take the cannolis. 
 

*      *      * 
 

We ate an early dinner at a restaurant near her place. 

 

“You ready for this?” 

 

“Been waiting for years,” Erica answered. 

 

I pulled a folded paper out of my pocket and pushed it across the table.“If you can get 

your hands on this stuff we can do it tomorrow night.  Weather should be good and it will be 

a bit overcast.  Rather that than a full moon.” 

 

She looked at the list. 

 

“No problem with anything except the van; it‟s the weekend but I‟ll get on the horn when 

I get back to my place.  I‟ll let you know first thing in the morning.  I can probably get the 

same guy who left that one the other night for you to drop another one off.  A plain one this 

time, can‟t remotely involve the local utilities.” 

 

“Good, but we‟re going to need some help.” 

 

“I figured,” she said, “I told Marty he was on call.” 

 

“He‟ll like this.  He has to get, well, almost drunk.” 

 

“Won‟t need to twist his arm at all for that.” 

 
“If it‟s a go, the two of you meet me at Vine in their bar area tomorrow night about nine.  

Wear casual clothes like you are stopping for a drink.  We‟ll change into our gear in the van 
later.  I‟ll fill you in on the details at the bar, and Marty can get a head start on his alcohol 
cover.” 

 
*      *      * 
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On the way back to Bernardsville on Route 78 I stopped at the Home Depot in Union and 

bought the heaviest duty bolt cutters that they had.  I also picked up some nylon rope, Gorilla 

Tape and shopped the hardware area for some odds and ends.  I capped it all off with a very 

long black pry bar.  

I decided to check out the bar at Vine.  The guy at the front desk of the Bernards Inn had 

told me the bar was in a separate room.  It was a comfortable place, actually reminded you of 

a fifties or sixties lounge where you might find Frank and Dino. 

 

They had a jazz guitarist and a singer in the tiny room.   The music was cool, I enjoyed a 

couple of glasses of wine and kicked up a conversation with Eddie the bartender who said he 

would be working the following evening.  I told him that I would be meeting some friends to 

discuss business.He said he would be sure that we had a table in the corner. 

 

I left a liberal tip just to be sure they remembered me. 
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Chapter 13/ 

The next night the three of us sat at a table in the corner of the lounge at Vine. 
 
No music that night and there was a small group of what appeared to be regulars at the 

bar; being a Sunday it was pretty obvious that the place would be cleared out by ten except 
for the hangers on.  We would be on our way before then. 

 
I left the table and told Eddie the bartender that we would probably be going to 

Morristown about six miles north to hang out somewhere up there that stayed open later and 
would be leaving a car in the lot for a few hours.  I gave him the make, model and color.  He 
said, “No problem.  I leave my car all the time here if something comes up,” and nodded 
toward an attractive woman in a cocktail dress who was sitting a few seats down the bar and 
smiling at Eddie as we talked. 

 
He gave me a wink.  I nodded in response and returned to our table. 
 
I laid my hands out palms up on the table, I‟m not sure why, and began to explain.“The 

trick will be to get to the garden next to the house before anyone knows we are on premise.  
Then we need a diversion to get the two guards and the dogs to leave the carriage house and 
move toward the perimeter of the property to find out what the breach is.  Even if it can be 
seen on video they will go out anyway to be sure it‟s kosher and not someone trying to get 
onto the property.  I‟m sure these guys get run silly when deer run into or cross the fence, 
there are more of them than squirrels around here, but that‟s what those guys are paid to do. 

 
I looked at Marty who was enjoying his role and working on his second Scotch 

rocks.“That‟s your job.” 
 
He toasted me, “Anything you say, boss.  By the way, what exactly do you want me to 

do?” 
 
“I want you to run my rental off the road skirting the west side of the estate and hit the 

rail fence.  Just hard enough to knock out a few cross bucks and break the beam.  That should 
bring them running.” 

 
“Got it,” Marty replied, and raised his glass again. 
 
“And, Marty,” I cautioned, “make this,” I pointed at his glass, “the last one.  I don‟t want 

this to be overly convincing.  I don‟t want you to crash the rental, just slide deftly into it and 
act plenty incapacitated when they finally get to you.  The key word here is „act.‟  Hang them 
up as long as you can out there.  You are just some idiot on his way home who had a bit too 
much of the grape, or in your case, the malt.” 

 
“Too bad,” he kidded and raised his glass again, “this is pretty good stuff.  Glenlivit.” 
 
“Just do a good job and I‟ll buy you a case.” 
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Marty raised his glass again.  I smiled and nodded, then went on. 
“At that point we‟ll be in the garden by the French doors and the house guard will be 

dispatched.  We‟ll intercept him at the door and go in and do our business, then get the hell 
out of there.  If we are lucky the whole thing will be over before the guards at the fence 
tumble to the ruse.” 

 
“One final thing,” I added, “our intelligence regarding the armament and deterrents is 

only as recent as Erica‟s last visit and what information Missy had.  Be ready for anything.  
Things might have changed, especially if they know we are coming.  Questions, comments?” 

 
Erica patted my hand, assurance, “For Missy and my mom.” She raised her glass of wine. 
 
I raised my glass of wine and Marty his Scotch to that. 
 
I settled the bill, and we went out the back door of the lounge to the parking lot. 
 

*      *      * 

There was a plain white panel van parked next to my rental. 

 

“Confiscated from an Asian knock off outfit selling merchandise on Canal Street.  It‟s 

been sanitized and the plates are phonies but won‟t pop up as such if we‟re stopped by locals,” 

Erica explained. 

 

I handed the rental keys to Marty, “Follow us out and we‟ll turn on the road that you‟re 

going to crash the fence on, but just stay behind us until we stop a ways up.” 

 

He popped the keys up and down in his palm a few times, nodded and walked to my 

rental, got in and started it up. 

 

Erica and I got in the van.  I cranked it over and we moved out of the parking lot on to 

202 going back toward Bernardsville with Marty in the rental behind us.We drove a mile or 

so back, then took a tight left onto the road that led to the Basking Ridge Country Club and 

on toward Madison.  Marty was right behind us. 

 
Erica just stared ahead, we both said nothing. 
 

*      *      * 
 

It was about ten thirty when we turned on the road that skirted the west perimeter of the 

estate.  The van‟s windows were open, the night air was cool.  I could hear the chirping of 

night critters.  Very soothing, very normal.  The mansion‟s lights glowed to the east. 

 

We followed the road to the end of the fence line and turned right and continued about a 

half mile, then I pulled over to the shoulder.  Marty pulled the rental in behind me.  We got 

out of the van and Marty got out of the rental. 
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We met behind the van in the rental‟s headlights.  Erica had a small gym bag which she 

dug into and pulled out three small hand-held Motorola radios.  She gave one to me in case 

we got separated and another to Marty. 

 

“All right,” she said, “you need to go back up the main road to the pull off to the shoulder 

that is about a mile back towards Basking Ridge.  Pull off and park with the car pointed in our 

direction.  Leave your headlights on and the dome light inside.” 

 

She dug into the bag and pulled out a folded map, then crackled it open and folded it to 

the section that outlined our general area. 

 

“If anyone, a local cop or whatever, stops to ask you what you are doing, show him the 

map and tell him you‟re trying to figure out how to get to Chatham.  They‟ll buy it; these 

roads are a confusing maze, especially after dark.  Other than the fact that you smell like a 

Scotch bottle, well that‟s a calculated risk.” 

 

“I‟ve got some TicTacs,” he said, “pink grapefruit.”  He held up the little plastic case full 

of breath mints in front of her. 

 

She ignored him and continued, “It‟s about eleven, we‟ll push off in a half an hour at 

eleven thirty and when we make the garden at the house and the French doors we will call 

you on the radio.  That‟s when you take off and turn on to the road that skirts the west side of 

the estate that we just came in on and nail the rail fence and break the beam.” 

 

“Just keep them distracted as long as you can.” I added.  “I don‟t think they‟ll call the 

cops.  They won‟t want complications.  They‟ll just want to untangle you from the fence and 

get you on your way as quickly as possible.  Get out of the car, stumble around a little, play for 

time.” 

 

“I‟m on a buzz,” Marty self-observed, “but it‟s wearing off a little.” 

 

Erica dug into her bag and pulled out a small flask, “Here‟s reinforcement.  Pour some on 

your shirt for effect after you hit the fence.” 

 

“Hate to waste good Scotch, but then again this is on company time.” 

 

“Anything goes awry, call us on the radio and we‟ll assess and abort if we have to.  Got 

it?”He nodded and slipped the radio into his pocket. 

 

She handed him the flask, and he suddenly, much more soberly, said “Good luck, be 

safe,” got into the car, and left. 

 

All an act. 

 
We shut down the van and climbed into the back and got into our clothing and gear. 
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*      *      * 

 

We hiked up the road, more accurately skirted about fifty feet parallel to it through the 

fields.  We left a note on the windshield of the locked van that we had engine problems and 

would pick it up in the morning. 

 

It was almost midnight when we reached the area where I remembered finding the 

hatch. 

 

We were both dressed the same in black with black hoods ninja style.  Our faces were 

blacked.  We both carried a nylon holstered Buck Mark .22 on one hip and a knife in a sheath 

on the other on a utility belt with a pouch for spare clips.  I had the .45 on my belt in a holster 

on my left side reversed gun butt to front in front of the knife.  It was to be a weapon of last 

resort if we got into a fire fight with the two guards who were in charge of the perimeter. We 

wore plastic surgical gloves, much better than leather which at best could be awkward with 

virtually no sense of touch.   

 

Erica looked unbelievably sexy in black.  Her tight, perfectly athletic body was 

silhouetted in what little moonlight made it through the cloud cover.I mentally slapped 

myself in the face, Get back to business.  Maybe later.  Then I thought, Maybe not. 

 

After a few minutes I found the hatch.  Pulled it open.  It was easier this time. We 

climbed down and closed the hatch over our heads. 

 

It was pitch dark.  We both pulled out LED flashlights and I had an LED lantern.  They 

put out a hell of a lot of light and will last for a long time.  I found a place to secure it against 

the side of the flume on a large spear of wood that had slivered out from the sidewall with a 

zip tie.  It illuminated the entire area by the ladder and the hatch.  If we had to get away fast 

we didn‟t need to be fumbling around in the dark trying to find our escape. 

 

We made our way down the flume toward the estate and ultimately to the barred area 

under the property line. 

 

I carried substantially more gear than Erica, but then I‟m a guy.  We do the heavy lifting 

or carrying as the case may be.  That‟s our role in life.On my back in a harness fashioned from 

nylon rope, among some miscellaneous hardware and Gorilla Tape were two implements: 

bolt cutters and the pry bar. 

 

Rebar looks imposing but it is very soft steel.  After I got the rig off my back and 

shoulders and started working with the bolt cutters, it only took minutes to pinch the 

hardened steel blade jaws though the bar at four points, removing two vertical bars.  With 

two bars out, we could work our way through sideways with no problem. 
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We made it to the ladder a few minutes after clearing the bars and reorganizing ourselves 

on the other side.  I left the wire cutters where I used them but carried the pry bar, expecting 

to use it on the second hatch. 

I looked up at the hatch cover on the estate side that I had seen on my first outing from 

the other side of the bars.It looked imposing but was of rather mild steel stamped out with 

pretty light hinges.  It also had some play between the cover and its base.  I figured if the 

hatch was locked with a padlock I could probably use the pry bar to wedge it open with 

enough force to break the hinges.  It was just like the one that I inspected outside of the estate 

and that we had just come in through and the hinges appeared to be spot welded in place, not 

bolted.  Time and oxidation would aid my endeavor as well.  After all, these hatches weren‟t 

intended to keep out people like us, just the curious and kids. 

 

I climbed a step up the ladder and pushed my open right palm up against the hatch.  It 

budged.  Corroded and cranky like the first, but it budged.I pushed harder.  I could hear the 

hinges creaking obstinately as it moved again.Finally I pushed really hard and the hatch gave, 

and with a shower of debris raining down it opened and presented a cloud-covered sky in 

view high above. 

 

*      *      * 

 

I stepped down from the ladder and stepped aside, out of the shaft of pale light exposed 

by the open hatch.  Erica was already aside.  We stood there for at least four minutes 

completely silent, listening. 

 

If this was a trap and they were waiting for us to pop our heads up above the surface, well 

it wouldn‟t be pretty.As in all circumstances like this, you can only take appropriate measures 

of caution for so long, and given the fact that there are no detectable negatives eventually you 

have to do the deed. 

 

I stepped on the ladder and moved up cautiously.My head popped up above ground.  The 

cool, drier, cleaner smelling air was bracing.  There was nobody around.  It was quiet, 

beautiful. 

 

I climbed up and out. 

 

Erica joined me.  We sat on our haunches face to face for a moment to gain orientation.  

We used only hand gestures to communicate. 

 

I pointed toward the house, rose to my feet and beckoned with my hand for her to follow 

and patted toward the ground with my palm to stay low. 

 

It was very quiet, just the night pastoral sounds. 

 

We skirted the lake and continued toward the mansion through a well-manicured woods 

about a hundred and fifty yards wide.  We stopped from time to time behind trees as we 
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advanced and listened, then moved forward.When we cleared the woods we were behind the 

mansion. 

There was a putting green, large by even a private club‟s standard, and beyond that 

toward the house was the garden, and above the shrubs there I could see light coming from 

the pair of French doors, our objective. 

 

We skirted the putting green and entered the garden.  Roses, row upon row of roses.The 

air smelled wonderful, florid and natural. 

 

We crouched between rows about twelve feet from the doors, and Erica pushed the 

button on her radio.  The click seemed like it was deafening. 

 

 “Go, acknowledge,” she said.She had ear pods on.  Seconds later she gave me a thumbs 

up.  Marty was on his way. 

 
Now all we had to do was stay put and wait. 
 

*      *      * 
 

It only took about four minutes but it seemed like an eternity. 

 

We crouched among the roses, my calves began to hurt.  Man, I wanted to stand up. 

 

Then we heard a car come squealing onto the west perimeter road, then a dull thump.All 

I could think about at the moment was what I was going to say when I returned my 

rental.There was an audible “clunk” as a master switch was thrown and the whole estate 

became awash in harsh white light. 

 

I had moved from the roses to a shadowed area adjacent to the French doors and stood 

there, waiting and thankful to be standing. 

 

We heard barking as the lights flashed on through the carriage house windows and the 

doors flung open.  The guards and the dogs bolted out, running toward the west perimeter 

fence.  Barking, yelling, barking, yelling. 

 

Next to come was the guard with the shotgun.  Within a minute he came running from 

the carriage house through the garden to the French doors.  He had a key.  He inserted the 

key in the lock and turned it. 

 

That was when I stepped up behind him and put the barrel of the Buck Mark behind his 

ear and pulled the trigger.  Just a little pop and he settled to the ground in front of the doors 

like a rag doll. 

 

Death, occupational hazard. 
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We pulled him into the aisle between the rows of roses.  Erica relieved him of his shotgun 

which had a sling that she put over her right shoulder, the gun slung barrel downward on her 

back. 

 

We opened the French doors.  Since the fourth guard monitoring the security system 

would know that the shotgun guard was going to open the doors it would not be considered a 

breach from a monitoring perspective, just him entering to guard Erica‟s father. 

 

Whether they had discovered the rigging of the door or not was pretty immaterial at that 

point.  If they hadn‟t and the doors hadn‟t shown at the monitor that they had been opened, it 

would take at least a minute or two for the guy monitoring to tumble and even longer for him 

to come to see what happened or more than likely call another guard to come back and check 

as he was only to leave his post as a last resort. 

 

We ran from the doors down the hall and turned right, threw open a pair of heavy oak 

doors, entered a large paneled room and stood face to face in a matter of speaking with a man 

in a wheelchair who looked at least twenty years older than I figured he was. 

 

Erica didn‟t miss a beat, “Daddy, have an accident?” 

 

“No big deal, you little ungrateful bitch,” he responded.  A hell of a reunion, I thought. 

 

“I don‟t give a shit about the details of that,” she pointed to his chair, “and you know why 

I‟m here.” 

 

He nodded, and then said, “Just get it the fuck over with.” 

 

“Not that easy, Daddy,” she advanced toward him sitting in the chair.  I could tell he was 

a quad.  Not Stephen Hawking, he could speak, but pretty much everything else was 

immobile.He just sat there staring straight ahead.  Erica positioned herself on his left side.  I 

was by that time standing in front of him. 

 

“Daddy,” she said, “one chance to get straight with the world, maybe your maker.” 

 

He didn‟t flinch. 

 

“Who did you have kill Missy?” 

 

No response. 

 

She asked, demanded again, “Who did you have kill Missy?” 

 

No response. 

 

I interjected, “Erica, come on, this is going nowhere.” 
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She looked up at me.  I have never seen anything like her eyes at that moment and she 

said, “Well maybe this will help.”  She pulled out the knife from the sheath on her belt and in 

one swipe cut off her father‟s ear. 

 

His head lurched from left to right in agony. 

 

She hissed, “Who killed Missy?” 

 

Nothing. 

 

I pulled out the sap and swung it, hitting him in the side of the head and putting him out 

of his conscious misery. 

 

Erica looked at me, enraged, and said, “Now we‟ll never know!”  Her fists were clinched 

at her sides, one around the bloody knife. 

 

“I already do,” I said, “now get this over with.” 

 

She flipped the shotgun over her shoulder, put her right hand on the pistol grip, pulled 

the trigger and blew almost all of her father‟s head off. 

 

So much for the silencers.  She dropped the shotgun. 

 

We ran through the office doors, down the hall and encountered a guard running toward 

us through the aisles of roses toward the doors.  He had a Glock held high in his right hand as 

he ran for us ready to drop and fire. 

 

He was too slow. 

 

I pulled out the Colt, dropped on one knee and dispatched him running head on toward 

us just a few feet from the doors with four in the torso.Another on-the-job injury, this one 

career ending. 

 

I rose and we kept running through the doors, veered around his body and out through 

the garden, across the putting green, through the woods and toward the open hatch. 

 

I dumped my guns. 

 

We dropped down into the hatch like prairie dogs.We made it.We both got down the 

ladder.  She first, me second, and I closed the hatch above us.  We proceeded through the 

bars and toward the light at the ladder to the hatch outside of the estate.  We both carried the 

small LED flashlights to guide the way. 

 

I had just gotten to the ladder when I turned.  She had called my name. 
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The lantern had the area bathed in light. She had her .22 level with my chest with her 

right hand. 

 

“I‟ve got a couple of questions,” she said. 

 

She stood there with the gun pointed at me kind of askew with her body weight on her 

extended right leg.  Her left hand was resting on her left hip.  She looked serious, but funny. 

 

Funny?  What the hell was I thinking? 

 

“I figure if you were just going to shoot me I‟d be dead and not having a discussion, so 

shoot, I mean in the figurative sense.  What do you want to know?” 

 

“Very perceptive,” she answered, “that‟s a really good deduction and witty but I‟m still on 

this side of the gun and your future on top of terra firma or rotting here below depends on 

what you tell me.” 

 

“Fair enough.  I know you can do it, shoot me, that is, after the scene in your father‟s 

office.  You know you are quite the little sadist.” 

 

“That was vengeance pure and simple, and I must admit enjoyable.” 

 

“Really, but you‟re the one with the gun on me.  I was betting my life that we were the 

good guys here.  I didn‟t think this is was about vengeance, but more like justice.  Every time 

I‟ve trusted you though the tables have turned.  I‟ve tried to give you the benefit of the doubt 

but every time I‟ve lost the bet.” 

 

“Yes, you bet your life literally, that‟s true, but hear me out.  I‟m a lot like you,” she said.  

”We were the executioners during the Roman Empire of Cicero who got on the wrong side of 

Mark Antony and others and we were the guys under the black hoods who lobbed heads off in 

medieval times.  We were the anonymous faces or often covered faces that carried out the 

business that the government didn‟t want to dirty their hands directly with.” 

 

“So, we‟re both a couple of homicidal types.  Not rare today, we recruit them from farms, 

ghettos and barrios, train them and call them soldiers, then send them off to Timbuktu over 

and over again and can‟t figure out why they end up eventually offing themselves and maybe 

some others when they come back, don‟t fit in and have nightmares.” 

 

“Do you have them, nightmares, I mean?” she asked. 

 

“Not once.  Like in the Old West, I never killed anyone who didn‟t need it or would not 

have killed me given the chance.  But wait, we‟re standing in water, it‟s cold down here and I 

really would like to get the hell out of Dodge before the last of the goons up there tumbles to 

what‟s going on and is waiting for us out there,” I pointed up, “so stop the history and 

philosophy lesson and tell me what‟s going on.” 
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“Are you really staying in The Outfit?” 

 

“You interested in my career plans?” 

 

“Yeah, because I was in line to take your job.” 

 

“I think you could do it, at least the assassination part, but this is a hell of a way to 

advance your career.  Opening the vacant position with a .22 slug and leaving the body in a 

ditch.”  I chuckled and shook my head.  This bitch was just plain crazy. 

 

She lowered her pistol just a bit, but she could do the job even at that angle and it would 

hurt a lot more in the gut or lower. 

 

“Laugh your ass off but this is serious.  Are you leaving?” 

 

“Ok, since I want to get my butt out of here, I‟ll tell you.” I took a deep breath and 

continued, “Quick story.  You, and only you, on behalf of The Outfit or for your own 

fathomless reasons had my room checked out to see if I was really leaving looking for phony 

passport, driver‟s license, social, accounts and such.  Didn‟t find anything.  Then I told you to 

tell The Outfit I was staying because if they instigated the search I wanted them to get off of 

my back until this thing was finished.  No more checking my room, no more bull shit as to 

whether I was jumping ship.  I figured it really wasn‟t one of your dad‟s guys who broke in, 

even though I said it could be; why would they?  What would they find that would have 

changed my reason for being here and how would they know where to find me anyway?  I just 

said it might be them so you would think that I considered it an alternative even though it 

didn‟t make sense, but since we both seem to spend time sending each other off on snipe 

hunts I figured I would just play the game and confuse you a little if that was remotely 

possible.” 

 

I paused and took a breath; this was exhausting, but then again I had a gun pointed at 

my genitals, “And from what you told me about the Wi-Fi repair ruse and what I saw tonight, 

your dad‟s men are amateurs; they weren‟t ready for us and didn‟t have any idea we were 

coming, so obviously they didn‟t break into my room.  If they knew or guessed what we had 

planned that hatch lid would have been locked and there would have been a guard stationed 

outside of it and at a minimum outside of the door or in your father‟s office if they did have 

any idea that we‟d be showing up.  And the Wi-Fi thing, no security guard worth a twit would 

allow anyone to be left on their own in a „secured‟ facility, let alone talk to them about their 

tactics and weaponry.  Agreed?” 

 

“Right,” she said and nodded her head.  Cute little ninja with a black face and a gun 

pointed several inches below my tummy and her dad‟s blood all over her.  Very entertaining. 

 

I continued, “Well, I‟m, yes, I am out of here, quitting The Outfit when I clear this up, 

and you can move up the corporate ladder.  I‟m kind of sick of it.  The stuff you were looking 

for when you had my room riffled is in process, along with the proceeds of my mother‟s estate 
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and my savings that‟s stashed, my getaway money.   Good riddance as far as I am concerned 

to be out of this crazy circus.” 

 

“Scout‟s honor?” she asked. 

 

“Pinkie promise,” I answered. “Shut the fuck up.  I‟m turning around and if you don‟t 

believe me, cap me while I climb the ladder.  I‟m wet and cold and tired of this shit.” 

 

I started to turn and she said, “One last thing or two.” 

 

Christ, I thought,when will this broad stop? 

 

I looked, annoyed, over my shoulder, “Make it quick.” 

 

“I don‟t have a handler; I‟m a supervisor in The Outfit.  I‟m really twenty-eight, have a 

full law degree from Princeton and Marty works for me, and . . .” she dropped the gun to her 

side and shook her head slowly from side to side, a bit dejected. 

 

“See,” I said, “lies, lies, lies.  That‟s the way you are.” 

 

She ignored me.  “I‟m glad it worked out this way, I mean you leaving The Outfit and me 

not having to kill you.” 

 

“I pretty much agree on that,” I said and shook my head, “but what‟s the point?” 

 

“Well,” she said, “I still would like to meet up and spend some quiet time.  I think we‟ve 

closed the age gap thing a little, don‟t ya think?” 

 

“Yeah,” I replied, “we‟ll see but I have to decide how long I could stand hanging around 

with a crazy little homicidal bitch like you.” 

 

I turned my head, completed my turn and put my right foot on the lower rung of the 

ladder.  I was alive when I got to the top so I guess she didn‟t shoot me. 
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Chapter 14/ 

Luminol.  You hear about it on CSI TV shows.  It seems so exotic, and yet anybody can 

buy it, not restricted and pretty cheap.  Fifteen to thirty dollars on the Internet.  Actually can 

detect blood residue after years, and it‟s based on similar chemistry to what makes fireflies 

glow.  It‟s about the only thing on those CSI shows that‟s real or reliably accurate except DNA 

testing results and will consistently hold up in court as reasonably conclusive. 

 

Hey, but that‟s show business, poetic license. 

 

I was back in Taos.  I set up residence in a hotel with a kitchenette and maintained a low 

profile.  I was somebody else and had all of the accoutrements of identification along with an 

ATM card and a couple of  hundred grand at the other end to tide me over until I decided 

what was next, if anything. 

 

I had grown a light beard.  Didn‟t figure it would really fake anyone out, but it made me 

feel better. 

 

The luminol came; I mixed it up and put it in a spray bottle that I got at a dollar store. 

 

That night I went out to the house that Susan, or Missy, and I shared for a short time.  It 

hadn‟t been rented and was closed, but I had an idea and had to test it out. 

 
I opened the side gate, walked into the backyard and crossed the yard toward the 

sidewalk off the rear stoop and steps, and I sprayed.The sidewalk began to emit a blue 
luminescent light.  Then I sprayed in the area where the grass had been bright green next to 
the sidewalk when I last visited the house.  It glowed blue too. 

 
*      *      * 

A shaft of light surrounding the huge form sliced across the darkness of the room when 

he opened the front door.  He entered without concern, humming, and turned toward the 

light switch to the right of the door frame. 

 

He flicked the switch on and a floor lamp lit up, illuminating the living room of the track 

home probably built about thirty years ago.  Maybe fourteen hundred square feet, nothing 

fancy, furnished bachelor style. 

 

The light from the lamp bathed him in intense white light head on. 

 

I was sitting in a lounger, behind the lamp facing toward the door in a darkened corner 

of the room next to a couch. 
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I had a Smith and Wesson stainless Model 686 leveled at his torso.  I held it in my right 

hand.  The .357 would have disintegrated his heart in a fraction of a second, and would make 

a hell of a lot of noise as well. 

 

It was two in the morning and I really didn‟t want to wake up the neighbors. 

 

I had another alternative in my left hand resting on my thigh.  A stun gun, much quieter. 

 

“Hey, Mongo, what‟s up?” I called across the room after he had taken a few steps in and 

shut the door behind him. 

 

He should have turned and run out of that door, but he didn‟t.  He was a little drunk, not 

thinking straight.  If he had tried I would have shot him anyway and woke up the neighbors 

but thankfully he didn‟t make a move toward the door. 

 

I had watched his ritual every night for about a week, and he always came home at about 

the same time, a little, sometimes a lot tight.  He just opened the door, turned on the switch, 

stumbled in and closed the door behind him. 

 

He didn‟t think about it.  Automatic. 

 

But this wasn‟t any other night, this was tonight. 

 

He raised his hand above his eyes to shade them and was squinting, “What da‟ hell?” 

 

“Sorry, Mongo,” I said, “I took the liberty of taking the shade off the floor lamp and 

putting two hundred watt Phillips Director mini spots in and tipping the lamp toward the 

door.  The glare, I know that it makes it hard to see.” 

 

“Who the fuck are you and what are you doing in my house?” he asked still shading his 

eyes, his voice a little boozy. 

 

“Oh I‟m just a guy who got stupid in Taos one night, but I‟ve gotten smarter since.” 

 

“What the fuck are you talking about?” 

 

“About two months ago I was just a dumbass drunk who fell off a fence in the rain and 

ended up falling pretty much in love, or as close as I could get.  Then I got sucked into a 

murder investigation or rather a quest for some sort of revenge, maybe justice.  For a while I 

thought it was all a matter of coincidence, circumstances, wrong place wrong time.” 

 

“Shut the fucking light off, you asshole.  I still don‟t know what‟s going on or what you‟re 

talking about.”  He was squinting toward me, still shading his eyes, swaying a bit. 
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“Sorry, Mongo, the light stays on.  But you look tired, so step a few feet to your right and 

sit down in that oversized Barcalounger.  It‟s nice and comfy for a big guy like you.  Bet it‟s 

your favorite spot to watch sports on the big screen on the wall over there.  Go on, take a load 

off, and just for your information I have an old service revolver pointed right toward your 

middle.  You take one step in my direction and it will be your first one to hell.” 

 

He grunted, stepped to the side slowly and sat down heavily in the big chair.  He still was 

shading his eyes with his hand against the light. 

 

“Nice going, Mongo, so how did you spend the money?” 

 

“I have no fucking idea what you are talking about.” 

 

“Memory problems.  You look pretty natural, all three hundred pounds of you, but 

maybe along the way you used some steroids to aid Mother Nature.  You know they can make 

your balls shrivel up, and they can mess up your memory too, so I‟ll fill in the blanks.” 

 

I continued.“First thing that seemed strange when this whole thing got started was the 

unbelievable coincidence that I would end up in the same town and ultimately in the same 

bed with Susan McCormick or rather the woman who had been placed in Taos on witness 

protection with the identity of a woman born the same year but who had died a little over two 

years ago.  Pretty amazing coincidence, huh, Mongo?” 

 

“Hadn‟t thought about it, prick, “he responded, “just luck I‟d say.” 

 

“Oh, Mongo, you thought about it.  You Asians really believe in luck, you have gods for it.  

I think it‟s just a bunch of bullshit but, I have to admit, the luckiest day of your life was when 

I did an end over end off that fence and ended up in the emergi-center where she worked.  

The rest was chemistry.” 

 

“So why was it my lucky day, smart ass? 

 

“Because we were supposed to get together all along, only neither one of us knew it.  You 

were trying to figure out how to make that happen, and then boom, luck stepped in.  Maybe 

you Asians have something there.” 

 

“Alright Einstein, why would I give a shit who you dip your wick in?” 

 

“Because you had a briefing packet, a packet that was forwarded to you by The Outfit 

that I worked for.  It gave Susan‟s background, her identity and indicated that she was a 

potential witness.  They sent her to Taos for one reason.” 

 

He grunted, and I continued.“They sent her to Taos because they knew I was coming 

here to settle my mother‟s estate.  They had recruited you to take care of her, get her situated, 



85 

find a cover job and such until I showed up and then you were to turn her over to me and I 

was to play bodyguard until she went back to testify.” 

 

He grunted again, and then said, “Sounds like a fairy tale to me.  Even us Asians have 

fairy tales, you know.” 

 

“Well this one gets better.  When we talked you said that the number I gave you checked 

out and the party who was called said they had been trying to get in touch with me, but hadn‟t 

been able to.” 

 

“So?” 

 

“That was true.  Even in this world of high technology it‟s pretty easy to disappear if you 

know what you are doing.  The last time I talked with my contact in The Outfit I had said that 

I was stressed out, fed up, lost my mother and needed a break, maybe a permanent one.  They 

asked me if I might change my mind, even take on some light duty after I got things cleared 

up, and I told them maybe but don‟t count on it.” 

 

Mongo sat quietly, he was looking down at the floor now between his knees, the bright 

light shining off his shaved head. 

 

I continued, “One thing about The Outfit, they know me, they really know everyone who 

works for them inside and out.  They couldn‟t get in touch with me.  Oh, I‟m sure they had an 

idea where I went for several weeks on my travels, but they didn‟t hassle me.  They knew 

though where I would end up, here in Taos.  And they knew that I would take on one more 

passive assignment; they knew I just couldn‟t turn it down—it isn‟t in my character to leave 

anyone, especially a woman, in potential jeopardy.  You were supposed to contact me and 

give me that packet when I got to town, but you didn‟t because by then you figured out who 

she was going to testify against and had contacted them and agreed to eliminate a witness.” 

 

Mongo looked up shaking his head from side to side.  “That bitch was just collateral 

damage.” 

 

“Collateral damage, shit, Mongo,” I almost spit it out.  “Collateral damage is an 

unintended casualty of conflict.  There was nothing unintended about her death, it was 

deliberate, planned and I left the gap wide open when I left town to go to El Paso. 

 

“The Outfit couldn‟t figure out why I left a witness unprotected.  I was told later that they 

figured the reason I pursued her killer or, rather, killers was out of feelings of guilt.  I had no 

fucking idea that I was supposed to keep an eye on her, but it gave you the golden 

opportunity.” 

 

He was staring down at the floor again, shaking his head from side to side slowly; sweat 

beads were glistening on his bald pate. 
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“You told her to meet you at the cantina. You said that a permanent bodyguard had been 

assigned to her and that you would fill her in.  You knew that if she sat there long enough 

nature would take its course and she would go to the restroom and you were waiting for her 

in the hall.” 

 

Nothing.  He was wringing his hands slowly now, over and over and over. 

 

“You told her that you two shouldn‟t be seen in public together, that for some reason 

things had changed and that you both should leave by the back door and go to her house and 

the bodyguard would meet both of you there in about a half an hour.  You told her the check 

would be taken care of later.  No sweat.” 

 

Nothing, just more glistening sweat and hand wringing. 

 

“You drove her to the bungalow; she went in, put her key on its fob in the tray by the 

door and her purse down in the bedroom where she always put it.” 

 

“It wasn‟t long after that though when she was relaxed and somehow distracted that you 

scooped her up and tucked her under that massive left arm of yours.  She was tough, she 

fought, scratched and squirmed and that‟s how you got the bruise on your arm and the 

scratches on your neck that I saw when I came to your office before I left a few weeks ago.  

But she was outclassed, absolutely no contest.  You took her out on the screened in porch, 

pushed open the screen door with your foot while you held her and stood on the top step, 

maybe the second, then you laid her face down, her body on the steps and her head face down 

on the sidewalk.  You probably held her down with your knee in the small of her back while 

you pulled her head back hard by her hair and slit her throat mightily from ear to ear, 

probably with a K-Bar that you brought back from service as a souvenir, almost decapitating 

her, then you dropped her head and let her bleed out on the sidewalk and the blood ran over 

the edge of the concrete into the freshly planted grass in the yard.  She left one final memento 

at that house, her blood that the newly planted grass thrived on and that I saw.” 

 

“Since her torso and legs were elevated on the steps and her head was laying on the 

sidewalk she bled out completely, very quickly, just plain old gravity and that explained why 

the pictures that you gave me showed a corpse with no lividity, or blood pooling that creates 

purple colored skin in the parts of the body that are the lowest after death.  She had no blood, 

it had all drained out.” 

 

Mongo didn‟t say anything. 

 

“Then you went back into the house, turned out the lights and left through the front door 

which you locked.  Then you drove around to the alley, retrieved her body from the steps and 

the sidewalk and drove her to the alley behind the bar where you dumped her.” 

 

“Fantasy, fantasy,” Mongo mumbled. 
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“No Mongo, you took her back to the alley and dumped her body in the weeds.  Just a 

casualty of the bar crowd and bad company.  Then you went back to the bungalow and 

washed down the sidewalk.  Since it was your investigation when they found her, you just had 

a cursory walk through of her place.  Everything was normal there, obviously not the scene of 

the crime.  But her purse and keys were right where she had left them and I found them along 

with the patch of green grass by the sidewalk.  You had her cremated before I returned, but 

the autopsy photographs that you gave me showed a body that had been virtually drained of 

blood.  I looked in the weeds near the alley where they found her body.  There was no sign of 

blood residue there.” 

 

Nothing. 

 

“The man who hired you to kill her  was taken care of during the last few weeks while I 

was gone.  When I got back here I had to be sure though that you did it the way that I‟ve told 

you so I took luminol out to the house and sprayed the sidewalk.” 

 

He finally raised his head defiantly, “That‟s no proof;luminol can be queered by bleach.  

Your girlfriend probably threw a pail of water out the back door after she had cleaned or 

something and it puddled on the sidewalk.” 

 

“Sorry, Mongo, it‟s proof enough for me and now the second killer is going to get his just 

reward.” 

 

His mass rose and he began to advance toward me across the living room.  He was 

completely sober by circumstance.  His huge arms open wide as he came.  If he got to me and 

I ended up in his bear hug it would all be over, for me. 

 

I shot him with the stun gun.  The two probes shot out of the gun and got him in the 

most vulnerable spot for the demobilizing shock, below the rib cage.  Don‟t let anyone kid 

you, stun guns may be advertised as non-lethal but they can be deadly and they hurt like hell 

when you are shot.  I didn‟t care, the more pain the better and it was only the beginning. 

 

He tumbled like a tree.  I went over to him and stunned him again just to be sure. 

 

He was staring up at me his eyes wide, paralyzed, his massive body twitching while I slit 

his throat from ear to ear slowly with an heirloom, but an effective one. 

 

My uncle had been a professional woodcarver and when he passed I was given his knives.  

This one had been crafted by him.  The blade was only about an inch and a half long of case-

hardened Pittsburg steel and sharper than a razor, reducing its width from about a half inch 

to a point at its length.  The blade was held in place by a wooden handle that he had carved 

for it, worn by years of crafting wood in the hands of a master. 
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I was smiling as I watched the blood drain from Mongo‟s body and the life dim in his 

eyes.  I was satisfied that I was the last thing the bastard saw, smiling before everything faded 

to black. 

 
I don‟t believe in the hereafter but I really hoped that somehow Missy knew that business 

had been taken care of. 
 

*      *      * 
 

I left Mongo‟s place, got in the Jeep and headed north toward Durango. 

 

The Outfit would clean up the mess just like they already had in New Jersey.  I didn‟t 

care.  I was done with them, had a new identity which coincidently was the reason I had gone 

to El Paso when this whole mess got started, had money in an account that I could access and 

I was looking for new horizons or just a break.  I drove north, not happy but vindicated and 

tried not to think about Missy.  What a waste. 
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Chapter 15/ 

I was staying in a penthouse condo in the harbor off Hollywood Beach north of Los 

Angeles.It was owned by the only childhood friend that I had maintained contact with 

through the years.  He lived in Phoenix and New York City and was married to a beautiful 

Italian-American who I always considered was too good for him, but that‟s just guy stuff; I 

was just plain jealous.  They both love the ocean and keep the condo to indulge themselves, as 

if they needed to. 

 

He knew as much about me as anyone, and I about him, but neither of us knew 

everything.  He didn‟t know the grit of what I did and I had no idea how he had amassed his 

money.  It was better that way.  All we both knew was that we each always had one friend out 

there who would do anything for us, no questions asked. 

 

Erica stepped up behind me as I tucked my shirt into my pants, zipped them up and 

adjusted everything before I cinched my belt in front of the bathroom mirror. 

 

We were supposed to meet some friends of my friend and his wife down by the pool in 

about ten minutes for dinner.  They had a renovated beach cottage about a half a mile away.  

They knew a great seafood place a few miles away in Camarillo off the 101. 

 

I turned around and Erica handed me a glass of red wine with her right hand, and held 

another at chest height for herself.  I nodded appreciatively and took the glass. 

 

“So who is Bakoda Pak?” Erica asked and took a sip from her glass. 

 

“Me,” I replied, “now.” 

 

“I mean how did you ever come up with a name like that?  It sounds American Indian.” 

 

“Just like me, a refugee from a lost tribe, I guess, or a tribe that chooses not to be found 

or even known.  But it‟s not American Indian.  Maybe someday I‟ll tell you what it means, but 

I might hang on to the American Indian thing, part of a new identity.” 

 

“Yeah, sure, fair skin, brown hair and blue eyes, an American Indian?” Erica paused, 

then continued, “I look more like an American Indian than you do, but it‟s original, I‟ll give 

you that.” 

 

“I like it, and nobody else has it, guaranteed.” I answered, took a drink from the glass 

and put it down on the vanity.  “We‟d better go down by the pool.” 

 

“No, let‟s be a little late,” Erica said, “I‟d rather make love again.” 

 

“We‟ll be late for our dinner reservations.” 
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She had that evil look in her eye as she put down her glass and took a step closer.“It‟s like 

I told you back when,” she was unbuttoning my shirt slowly, her warm breath on my chest, 

“I‟m all about the action, baby.  Now climb out of those pants.” 

 

 

 

Epilogue/ 

The tat.  Left cheek.  A flaming lightning bolt coming out of a cloud striking and cracking 

a boulder.  The motto below it: Strike first, strike fast, strike hard. 

 

Appropriate, I thought. 
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