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Chapter 1

Westport, Connecticut





Alone inside his wine cellar, Michael Nicholas pecked away at his computer keyboard, clicking the gold Byzantine Orthodox cross icon and then typing in the password his brother had set up … just before he “died.”

It was a year ago, but, for Michael, it seemed like an eternity. And for Alex Nicholas, it was.

Alex had been gunned down while enjoying a plate of sizzling veal parmigiana in a Queens restaurant. The shooter had been hired by Joseph Sharkey, an aging former Mafia hit man and certifiable psychopath.

Alex had been a bookie, a very successful one. He had owned one of the largest sports bookmaking and loan sharking operations in New York City.

Thinking back upon the wake when Donna, his brother’s widow, asked him to briefly help settle Alex’s affairs, Michael never could have dreamed that Alex’s shadowy world would have drawn him in. But none of that compared to what he was about to do tonight—just as he had been doing all along—since his brother’s death.

No matter how often Michael typed in the password, he always expected the screen to turn blank. And the moment Alex appeared on the screen, as he always did, Michael made a mental leap into an abyss, stretching any remaining sense of reason and rationality that he still retained.

Alex’s image appeared, his powerful presence concealing his fifty-five years, just as it had in life—and, now, the fact that he was dead; his facial expressions, body movements and mannerisms were just as real as his gruff, deep voice which gave Michael the warning.

“You don’t have much time,” Alex said. “They’ve sent someone over from Rome just to kill you. I don’t know too many details yet except that his first name is Frank.”

Michael could feel his stomach tighten; he was falling, dropping quickly, and there was no net to break the fall.

“How soon?”

“Just days,” Alex said.

“How do I find this guy?”

“Michael, I’m afraid he’s going to find you.”
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Chapter 2

New York City





Michael recognized the voice. It was a call he’d hoped would never come.

“Michael, congratulations on your promotion.”

He placed his hand over the receiver and called out to his secretary, “Karen, please close my door.”

“You know, I don’t know many CEOs or, what are you now, chairman? … Michael?… Are you there? It’s Johnny, Johnny Feathers.”

Johnny had been one of his late brother’s closest friends, a Queens bartender with a notoriously unsteady hand. Tall, fit and recognizable from a distance by his full mane of perfectly groomed white hair, he exuded a calm exterior except for that most recognizable characteristic: his trembling hands.

“Johnny, of course, I’m sorry. We haven’t spoken since—”

“Yeah, since that time just before you took off for L.A. What, last July?” Michael remembered his annoying habit of interrupting people in mid-sentence.

“Oh, sure, I remember.”

Michael felt sick. He looked out through the glass wall separating his large private office from the reception area and the desk of his trusted assistant, Karen DiNardo. For a moment, as he listened, he wondered whether she had any inkling of his double life, until Johnny Feathers’ voice brought Michael back to the one he was hiding.

“Yeah, I don’t think you forget things like that. I wanted to check in case you needed me to handle anything else for you.”

“When you say, ‘anything else,’ what do you—”

“Jesus, there you go again, Michael. You know I loved your brother and I would have done anything for him. God rest his soul. Occasionally, he’d ask me to do some small favors. I’d always tell him, ‘Alex, I can do a lot more for you.’ But, he never liked to ask. You know what I’m saying?”

As Michael listened, his mind flashed back to scenes from years ago, Alex and Johnny hanging out together in Queens.

“Michael, you know what I’m saying?”

“What exactly are you saying?”

“Just that I know he’d want me to take good care of his little brother.”

“Yes, I understand that part. It’s the part about what else I might want that I don’t understand.”

“So, I’m hoping you’re kidding here. You know, people are funny. I’m sure you’re under a lot of fucking pressure, I guess they call it stress these days.”

“I’m not trying to be cute, I just don’t—”

“OK, you do remember your old friend, Apple Blossom?”

“You mean my old boss, Dick Applegarden?” Michael’s anxiety level skyrocketed as he thought back to his dead boss. “Of course I remember but—”

“Hey, I’m sure you do. You got his job after we finished with him, right? My people did a good job, don’t you think? I mean, weren’t you fucking happy?”

“What do you mean?”

“What do I mean? What do I mean? Listen, my good friend, I don’t like to discuss things over the phone. You never know who’s listening, you know what I’m saying?”

Michael now remembered Johnny’s other annoying habit, frequently ending his comments with, ‘you know what I’m saying?’ “Absolutely, I understand. It’s—”

“But don’t tell me you believed that sleep apnea shit, Michael? I had my best team take care of this for you. And here I’m thinking you knew what the hell went on and you’re probably gonna call and thank me, you know what I’m saying? I thought I’d have heard from you a while ago, to be honest.”

“No, no—” Now Michael was hoping Johnny would interrupt because he wasn’t sure what to say.

But Michael knew.

Although “Chairman Dick” Applegarden had hired him, Michael despised him and everything he stood for. For taking the company into the subprime mortgage business and gloating over the profits while everyone knew it wasn’t a good business. For directing the egotistical but disastrous acquisition of numerous companies, resulting in the loss of millions of dollars and hundreds of jobs—and then hiring Michael to just “fix” it all—and attacking him when he couldn’t do it quickly enough.

But he would never think of having him murdered.

“You told me that son of a bitch was getting ready to fire you, remember?”

“Yes—”

“You said you hated the guy. You said, ‘I wish you could fix this for me’ and I told you, ‘Don’t worry, Michael, consider it done.’”

“But, we were drinking—and joking around.”

“Michael, you know that saying, ‘there’s no such thing as a joke. It was either Freud or Woody Allen. One of them said it.”

Michael remembered the conversation perfectly. Of course, that alone told him something. It was over drinks—too many drinks—at the Black Rose bar in Queens Village late one night just before Michael was to go to L.A. to deliver the speech on top-level management greed that he was sure would give Applegarden the excuse he needed to fire him.

Michael also recalled feeling a nagging doubt that seemed to build in his mind on his drive home that night. He wondered whether he had gone too far. At that point, however, he had no idea that his brother’s good friend engaged in arranging professional hits. He’d thought about calling John and making sure there had been no misunderstanding. But he never did.

“Listen, Michael, murder, like every other vice, you don’t need no motive, just opportunity. You know what I’m saying?” The word murder seared through Michael’s insides. “It’s just that most people don’t have the opportunity.”

And now that he had entered the business of his murdered brother, Michael had easy access to people who could “fix” anything. It was also, however, a culture of subtleties, where things unspoken were somehow clear, a world to which he was unaccustomed and a language still foreign.

Michael knew now that he had made an inconceivable mistake.

Applegarden’s sudden death in his suite at the Peninsula Beverly Hills after a night at the bar had been attributed by the coroner to sleep apnea complicated by scotch and Ambien. But Michael always had a dark, uncomfortable suspicion that it was otherwise.

“Would these people—the ones who did this thing for you—”

“For you, you mean.”

“OK, whatever, would they have any idea that … you and I spoke … or suspect who I am?”

“They’re professionals; they don’t want to know nothing from nothing.”

“Did my brother ever have anyone … you know—” Michael didn’t want to say the word, as though by verbalizing it he would be taking another step closer to where he didn’t want to go.

“Taken out? Ha, you mean ‘eliminated,’ or whatever they call it now?”

“Yes, I guess that’s what I mean. Did he?”

“Not really.”

“Not really? What the hell does that mean? Either he did or he didn’t.”

There was silence, then finally, “No, he didn’t.”

Michael felt at least a small token of relief. Not enough to wash away his angst over what had occurred. But at least he had a confirmation that his brother had not crossed a line that Michael would have found impossible to reconcile, the same one he himself had apparently, although mistakenly, crossed.

At least he hoped it was purely a mistake. As hard as he tried, he couldn’t find that part of his soul that could shout at him for certain that it wasn’t the outcome that he secretly desired.

“Michael, let me say this—he never had anyone iced, but …”

“But, what?”

“He should have.”

“What do you mean, ‘he should have’?” Michael asked.

“He’d be alive today.”
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Chapter 3

Westport, Connecticut





It all started right after Alex was murdered.

Michael knew that he and Samantha had drifted apart. Maybe it was his decision to take over Alex’s business and the fact that he was home even less than ever now.

Or, maybe it was the elephant in the room: Michael had found his brother again and, although Samantha was aware of some communication with “Alex’s computer software,” as she liked to describe it, she clearly didn’t want to hear any more about it. Whenever Michael tried to open up the issue, she would turn away, accusing him of losing his sense of critical judgment, or something worse.

“Michael, how did this all come about?” Samantha said softly as she turned her attention away from her novel, looking up from her bed, snugly surrounded by her down comforter and soft Frette sheets. Blonde, tan, and fit, she looked a decade younger than her forty-five years.

“Remember right after Alex was murdered, beginning at his funeral, I began getting these strange emails?” Michael said as he sat in his favorite chaise lounge, dressed in his soft, black cashmere sweater, tan although he was slightly chilly despite the evening’s summer heat outside. Their bedroom thermostat was set at sixty-six degrees. They both loved a chilled—if not refrigerated—sleeping temperature; it was a quirk they shared.

“Yes, how could I forget? Someone sent you a picture of Alex on your BlackBerry while the priest was giving his eulogy, for God’s sake. I was hoping you would have dropped this whole artificial intelligence thing by now. Not to mention that your brother wasn’t exactly a computer genius.”

“You’re right, Samantha, but he had the smarts to find odd but incredibly smart techies to figure it out. You’ve got to listen to me. You know Alex was obsessed with his own mortality and he must have read about artificial intelligence somewhere—”

“And he wasn’t much of a reader.”

“No, you’re right again—but he did read when he was on the toilet. But then—maybe from working with these geeks he hired—they came up with the idea of combining the artificial intelligence software with other advances like computer imaging and voice replication and recognition and, somehow, made a breakthrough.”

“Oh, come on. It couldn’t have been that simple.”

“It wasn’t. I told you, they spent hundreds of hours feeding Alex’s history, his reactions to different questions, his voice, his images and his gestures, facial expressions, all kinds of things, into this system and then onto his secret laptop.”

Samantha rolled her eyes. “And who told you about this laptop?”

“Alex had a mistress.”

“What a surprise.” Samantha said. “Was this the supposed ‘hairdresser to the stars’?

“Yes, Jennifer Walsh.”

“She does blow jobs—”

“Blowouts,” Michael corrected.

“Oh, sorry, I remember her now. You told me about some of this with her but you never gave me the whole story.”

“In the beginning, I wasn’t sure I believed it myself. Jennifer never really understood what it was; she was thinking it was more of a record of his life. Then, as I realized what Alex had actually created, I knew you’d think I was crazy or obsessed or something, so I have avoided bringing it up. But it’s part of what’s separating us now. You have to listen, with an open mind.”

“Michael, I love you but I do think you’re either obsessed or maybe still grieving for your brother in such a way that you just can’t let go, and I’m sorry but I just can’t believe this … fantasy of yours—and neither would you … normally.”

“OK, hear me out. Jennifer contacts me right after the funeral and explains that Alex had this hidden, secret Apple laptop with all this customized software that he’d spent millions of dollars on and that he’d created a ‘virtual Alex Nicholas,‘ a duplicate of himself, on his laptop, which he’d hidden from everyone. She then told me where to find it—he’d had a secret compartment built into his closet where he stored it—and she gave me Alex’s password.”

“Michael, I can’t even keep straight what you’ve already told me and what you haven’t. I can’t believe you’re serious. What difference does this make? So what, you’ve got Alex’s old password.”

“It was the last thing I needed in order to find him.”

“In order to find him? Michael, you haven’t found Alex. He’s dead.”

He knew it was time to show her.

“Samantha, Alex is in our wine cellar.”
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Chapter 4

Rome, Italy





“I am a guest of Monsignor Petrucceli.”

As he observed the reaction on the face of the maître d’, Joseph Sharkey knew that he was still an important man.

He hoped that he was again being mistaken for the actor Christopher Walken; he knew that, behind his back, people had whispered about his uncanny resemblance to Walken, particularly in one of the actor’s more demonic roles. Sharkey cultivated the attention—and the comparison. His pasty, pale skin tone and thick mane of white hair contrasted with his all-black attire.

Dal Bolognese’s rich wood-paneled walls and gold-framed, illuminated paintings reminded Sharkey of the luxurious restaurants he would frequent in New York, when he was in his prime, a “made man.”

While the maître d’ grabbed a menu, Sharkey looked around hoping to catch a glimpse of his imaginary flame, Sophia Loren, whom the hotel concierge had assured him dined there often.

Dal Bolognese was filled with the elite of Rome on this Friday evening. From the deepest depths of his dark soul, Joseph Sharkey believed that he was one of them.

He immediately recognized the tall, young, dark-haired gentleman sitting quietly at his table. Dressed in a black suit and white Roman clerical collar, sipping a glass of Chianti. Monsignor Dominick Petrucceli was the special aide and confidant of the esteemed Holy Cardinal Lovallo.

“Good evening, Joseph.” The monsignor’s English was perfect.

“Yes, Monsignor. It’s good to see you. I was hoping to see the cardinal too.” As he sat down, Sharkey looked around, distracted by the voluptuous women at neighboring tables.

The Monsignor’s face tightened, his voice lower, just above a whisper.

“You’ll meet the cardinal in good time, but surely you understand that, under the circumstances, he cannot be here in such a public setting.”

Petrucceli hesitated, seemingly uneasy, and began again, “For now, I’d like to be sure that we understand your situation so that we can best assist you. The cardinal has instructed me to provide you with all the assistance possible from His Eminency’s offices.”

Sharkey had met periodically with the monsignor as part of his protective arrangement, or, as he thought of it, payback; however, he’d yet to meet the cardinal. His contact with him had been over the phone or through the intercession of the monsignor. He understood now that this was by design.

“I appreciate the cardinal’s consideration, Monsignor.”

Dishes of crumbly Parmesan cheese and rich, marbled red slices of Italian salami were placed on the table. Sharkey’s glass was filled with the deep red Chianti from the monsignor’s bottle. The waiter, an older professional, was deferential to the monsignor but had a more condescending approach toward Sharkey as his eyebrows seemed to arch with disapproval whenever he looked his way.

“Joseph, let’s look at the menu and order. Then we can discuss our business.” Sharkey realized the monsignor wanted to get this over as soon as possible. He took a deep breath and concealed his annoyance. After all, Petrucceli and his cardinal were his only protection from arrest, extradition and an eternity in a high-security prison in Colorado.

The waiter reappeared, smiling and speaking to Petrucceli in Italian.

Once they finished ordering, Petrucceli got back to business.

“Joseph, all of your problems stem from the murder of this Greek-American, Alex Nicholas, and the subsequent kidnapping of his younger brother, Michael, by your associates, who, if my memory serves me correctly, are named Morty, Nicky Bats and Lump. You know, you don’t make Italian-Americans look good with all of this difficulty and with these characters. And may I ask again why you found it necessary to have Alex Nicholas murdered?”

“It was to settle an old score. He screwed his first wife, Greta, out of money in his divorce.”

“And what has that got to do with you?”

“She was a good woman. We became close. She’s gone now, but that’s a long story.”

“I see. And now the brother, Michael? What is your issue with him”?”

“He’s his brother.”

“I understand that but why the need to try and eliminate him too?”

“He screwed Greta out of her rightful share of Alex’s estate.”

Petrucceli sat back in his chair. “And so, here we are.”

“Monsignor, I don’t like this situation myself. I’d like to be home in Brooklyn. But I didn’t lecture the Church when you came to me twenty years ago when your high and holy Bishop McCarthy raped those two kids in his parish. I fixed that problem for you. I put myself at risk. Do you think ‘accidents’ like that are created by the good Lord?”

Petrucceli placed his right hand gently over Sharkey’s arm. “We do not forget our friends. We will fix this problem and have already taken steps in that direction. I have just arranged for the release on bail of your friends with the odd names. They are under our protection at a Bronx parish. They will not represent a threat to you.”

Sharkey tried to relax, closing his eyes.

“They’re gonna testify against me.”

“No, they won’t. Not on this earth, anyway. I promise you.”

But Sharkey never trusted a promise from a man in a collar.

“Allora, here are the three problems which we must solve. First, we have to ensure your three little friends do not testify. Second, you have mentioned this cassette tape that was captured with them and is now in the hands of the New York City Police Department. What exactly is on this cassette, Joseph?”

“Yeah, uh, it alludes to the Michael Nicholas kidnapping.” He cleared his throat and this time looked anywhere in the dining room but at the monsignor. “It may also contain references to some prior, unrelated problems.”

“Joseph, if I’m going to help you, you have to be truthful with me. What ‘problems’ are on the tape?”

“I’ve had to help others—just like I helped your bishop—with their … difficulties. There were some other disappearances, you might say, which I arranged. In those cases, I had my men play a tape to the unfortunate soul, wishing him the best in his new life—a personal ‘going away’ card or message.”

The monsignor rolled his eyes, seemingly to the heavens. “So you recorded such a message for Michael Nicholas, too?”

“Yes.” He paused, put his lips together, rolling them over. “We have to get that cassette tape or I’m screwed.”

“I cannot begin to tell you how ridiculous all this sounds. Nevertheless, we will handle this problem. I am sure we can find friends within that police station who have access to the evidence room.”

“I’m grateful to you and the cardinal. You mentioned three problems. What is the third?”

“The third is that we must eliminate Alex’s brother, Michael.”

For the first time since he entered Dal Bolognese, Joseph Sharkey was a happy man.

“I’m glad to see you finally got religion, Monsignor.”

“Brace yourself, Mr. Sharkey—we are in for a bloody few weeks.”
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Chapter 5

Westport, Connecticut





Michael opened the heavy oak door to his wine cellar. The customized oak shelves containing hundreds of bottles filled the walls from the floor to the ceiling, casting a soft greenish glow throughout the room. A big, rectangular, black mahogany table sat in the middle of the room, surrounded by eight red leather upholstered chairs. It was a beautiful and cozy space.

Soon, Michael thought, Samantha would understand his recent obsession with this room. Yet, despite his excitement, he felt an odd sensation, more like he was entering a tomb.

Samantha was the only person he told about what he’d discovered on Alex’s hidden laptop nine months ago. And tonight, he would finally reveal to her the miracle that he still didn’t fully understand; a miracle that sometimes made him wonder if his life was a dream from which he would awaken.

He sat down and reached under the dining table, pressing a switch hidden on the underside. The recessed ceiling lights slowly dimmed, and a large projection screen began to lower itself from the ceiling simultaneously, unfurling and covering a full wall of wine shelves.

Michael swung open a series of wine shelves, disclosing a sleek, aluminum Apple computer connected to a series of black boxes taking up nearly a third of the wall hidden behind the shelves. Small blue indicator lights were blinking like Christmas lights on the boxes.

Michael began typing on the Mac’s silver and white keyboard. He clicked on the icon, a tiny, gold, ancient Greek cross. As he did, he thought of Bob Dylan’s song, “Knocking on Heaven’s Door.”

As Samantha entered the cellar, Michael watched her eyes widen, scanning the room.

“Oh my God, Michael, what is this? I know you had all this work done down here—but why do I get the feeling that this is more than just converting our wine cellar into a home theater or whatever I’m looking at?”

“Just keep watching,” Michael said as the lights dimmed and a blue color filled the giant screen. Michael had plugged his laptop cable into an outlet under the table and was typing in a password.

Suddenly, the blue screen changed. A series of broken images, faces, flashed across the screen; some looked familiar to Samantha.

“What’s going on? What are you doing?”

He said nothing, his attention focused on the laptop keyboard as he continued to type.

Samantha stared at the screen as her former brother-in-law, Alex Nicholas, appeared, larger than life, on the screen.

“Oh my God,” she said. “Alex is dead. What is this?”

Alex, looking tan and healthy, if not fully alive, stared back at them both, smiling, his face lifelike and animated as though this were simply a video conference coming from another location, not the afterlife.

Michael wondered how Alex could possibly have gotten a tan, a thought so bizarre he decided to just let it go.

Samantha looked at the screen and called out, “Alex? Alex?” She turned away from the screen and looked directly at Michael, “Who—what—is this?”

Alex looked out from the screen, his expressions just as they had been in life. He appeared to be amused, as he so often used to be while watching Samantha. His eyes followed her. “Why’s she talking about me as though I’m not here? Is this your worst nightmare, Samantha? By the way, when are you finally going to invite me to dinner, especially since I’m right downstairs now? Where the hell am I? Is this your wine cellar? You know I don’t like wine. I hope you’ve got some Dewar’s in here somewhere—”

Samantha turned away from the screen, her face appeared stricken, she spoke right over Alex, as though he wasn’t present. Michael could no longer hear him as he turned his attention to her.

“I don’t understand this. It’s unbelievable, and not in a good way. Something’s wrong here; this isn’t right. I just can’t believe what I’m seeing. Actually, I don’t know what I’m seeing.”

“It’s no trick. Those guys that looked like they were teenagers who were working down here last month were actually big-deal tech consultants. They improved what Alex’s tech guys had set up before he was murdered; it’s a breakthrough combination of artificial intelligence, computer imaging, and voice replication and recognition technology. Samantha, you and I are the only ones who really know about this. I only let the guys who worked on it see the parts they needed to deal with.”

Alex began to laugh, his image filling the screen with a wry smile. “I may be dead, but I can hear everything you’re saying. I hate it when you talk as though I’m not in the room.”

Samantha looked back at Alex, then back at Michael. “I’m sorry, Michael. But I’m not about to talk to this … whatever it is,” she said as she pointed to the screen.

Alex grinned, his eyes following Samantha. “You know, this isn’t that much different from real life, Samantha. You barely talked to me anyway.”

Michael, addressing both Samantha and Alex, said, “Listen, this is a lot—for both of you.”

Samantha looked at Michael, her voice now rising to nearly a scream. “For both of us? Michael, are you crazy? There’s only you and me in this room. You, me, and a pile of computer equipment.”

Michael put his hands out, both palms up, as though to say, stay calm. “OK, just hear me out, let me finish. This technology is moving so fast.” He turned to face Alex. “You’ve been enhanced with new vision and facial expression analysis software, more powerful than what you originally had installed—before, you know, you died. This will—supposedly—allow you to read other people’s faces and then, to some degree at least, understand more than just the words that they speak. And, we’ve added emotion-sensing software.”

Alex looked lost. “I wish I had that when I was alive,” he said.

“Yeah, it’ll be good for you. Maybe with that, your next marriage will last a little longer. We’ve also installed Bluetooth wireless capability. The consultants aren’t even sure what it’ll do here, but they said it’s worth experimenting with. We haven’t had a chance to play with that yet.”

“Christ, I’m worn out already. Next thing you’ll be sending me to some fucking gym to work out.”

Michael looked straight into Alex’s eyes. “To be honest, we don’t know exactly what you’re capable of at this point. It’s a little frightening. With all the data you had loaded in while you were alive, and the new programs we’ve added—along with all this powerful new equipment—we’re in unchartered waters.”

Samantha stood still, looking paralyzed as she watched Michael and Alex parrying back and forth. She shook her head and turned to leave the room. “I’m sorry. This is too much for me.”

“I’ll be up in just a minute,” Michael said as Samantha disappeared out of the cellar and up the stairs. “Let me finish up with Alex,” he said now to the empty room and to his virtual brother on the screen. Michael understood the near-comedy of his words.

Alex looked at Michael. “She’s not my wife, but you’ve got to loosen her up.”

“Thanks for the advice,” Michael said. “You’ve got two—three now—ex-wives and you want to be my new marriage counselor?”

“I only have two ex-wives.”

“Oh, you’re right, just two divorces—and now you have a widow.”

“A widow doesn’t count as an ex-wife.” Alex looked serious.

“For most guys that die, it does.”

“Well then, maybe I don’t have a widow. How many widows’ husbands do you talk to?”

“Donna thinks she’s a widow.”

“She wasn’t the sharpest crayon in the box.”

“That’s true. Otherwise, you probably wouldn’t have married her.” As he said it, Michael wondered whether he’d gone too far. Nevertheless, Alex seemed to be comfortable with the give and take. Michael decided to leave his brother’s choice of wives alone for now.

For a moment, everything seemed to stand still. Alex’s facial expression changed; he looked serious, if not strained. “Michael, I’m worried about you.”

“About me? What do you mean?”

“Well, we know that Sharkey was behind my murder. He’s the one that hired that kid to shoot me, and he had those three idiots try and make you a concrete anchor at the bottom of Flushing Bay. He still needs to get rid of you. I told you, this guy Frank is on his way to kill you. I’m trying but I can’t get anything more on him. How’s your security?”

“Not good, not yet anyway. Don’t forget, I have a ‘day job’ too. How do I explain to the Gibraltar corporate people that I need bodyguards without bringing more attention to this side of my life?”

“They already know about the attempts on your life, and they assume it’s because you’re my brother. They don’t know you’re running my business now. Have the cops said anything about capturing Sharkey?”

“Not really; there’s all kinds of warrants out for his arrest, but they’re not sure where in the world he is now. I can’t exactly tell them that you’re sure he’s somewhere in Rome.”

“Well, he is and well-protected and hidden by the Vatican. I can’t get his exact location. He’s been silent lately. “

“We’ve got to find him. As long as he’s alive, Samantha and I will never be safe.”

“And what do we do when we find him?”

“We turn him over to the authorities.”

“What greater authority is there—especially in Rome—than the Church?”

“I thought you were an atheist.”

“Yeah, atheism is easy when you’re young. Not so much when you’re dead though.”

“You’ve got a point there.” But Michael was just beginning to digest Alex’s comment.

“I wish I was still in Queens. But this isn’t bad …” Michael noticed that Alex’s eyes looked away, “…although I’m not crazy about being in the basement or whatever you call this.”

“It’s a wine cellar.” Michael said.

“Yeah, but it’s still underground. I went to a lot of trouble not to be in the ground.”

___________

As he came up the stairs from the basement, Michael wondered what would await him. He knew Samantha was upset. He could see the bedroom door was open—which was, perhaps, a good sign. But before he reached the door, he could hear her voice; she was on the phone. He paused several feet away but out of sight, and listened.

“Angie, I am so scared. You won’t believe what I just saw in our basement.”

Angie Fanelli was Samantha’s best friend.

“No, Ang, I didn’t finally check the freezer and find the body of that nanny I fired several years ago. This is serious.”

“No, it’s not about Michael. It’s about Alex.”
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New York City





It was by accident that Michael had first seen her.

About a year ago, the night before his speech and Applegarden’s murder, he passed her in the lobby of the Peninsula Hotel in Beverly Hills. He remembered her because of her striking good looks; she was exceptionally tall and fit.

Was this the woman he now saw before him? She reached out to shake his hand.

“Mr. Nicholas, Cynthia Scotto, I’m a financial reporter for the Financial Times. I heard your speech last year in L.A. and I’m doing a follow-up article.”

Michael recalled his conversation with Karen, who said Scotto had called the day before and, due to an urgent deadline, pleaded for an appointment to interview him, promising a positive story.

“Ms. Scotto. It’s so good to meet you.” Michael looked into her cold grey eyes.

“Please, it’s Cynthia—actually Sindy with an S—and I’m delighted to finally meet you. I must say, your speech took a lot of guts.”

“First, please call me Michael. I guess I did cause a lot of uproar. I’m just glad I had the opportunity to speak my mind about all the damage these hedge funds and some of these Wall Street types are doing to good companies and the people in them.”

“Well, the press certainly loved it. You’ve become a celebrity at the Financial Times.”

He motioned toward a chair around the coffee table. “Please, have a seat.”

She sat down while he seated himself on the chair across the table, opposite her.

“And then to have your chairman die in his sleep that night at the hotel. That must have been quite a shock.” She stared into Michael’s eyes; her smile had disappeared.

“It was a tragedy, no question,” he said, now slightly troubled. Financial Times reporters didn’t typically venture into the more human or sensational topics.

“Yet, as tragic as it was, it did open the door for you to move into his position.”

“I hope this interview—and your story—will be about the substance of the business issue I spoke about and not the more unfortunate passing of our former chairman.”

“Of course, anyway, we’re not even on the record yet, as they say. Believe me, we’ll move on soon.”

He didn’t want to acknowledge that he may have remembered her from the hotel the night before his speech but he was still curious to find out if it was really her. “So I hope—besides my speech—that you had a chance to enjoy L.A. while you were out there.”

“Oh, I did. I’ve spent a lot of time on the West Coast, before I was a reporter.”

“I’m curious, where does the Financial Times put up a reporter in L.A. on a trip like that?”

“Nowhere special, I can assure you. But I did get out to some of the hot spots and restaurants while I was there. I had a few really great dinners on that trip.”

“I’m always interested in new restaurants. Where’d you eat?”

“Well, neither of them is new, but they’re both excellent. I had sushi at Matsuhisa on La Cienega.”

“I love Matsuhisa, actually there’s a little place in Westport called Matsu that, I think, is right up there.”

“I’ll have to get out to Westport, it seems all you financial types live there… I also had a business dinner at the Belvedere, the night before your speech.”

“Isn’t that the restaurant in the Peninsula?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact—and what a gorgeous hotel. I wish they’d put me up there. I’ll bet the rooms are beautiful.”

He knew for sure now that she was the woman in the lobby, but something was wrong about her. Michael had been interviewed hundreds of times over the years; he’d learned to quickly read a reporter’s personality. She didn’t fit the Financial Times mold. She was much too social, too chatty. She was either trying to lull him into a false sense of security, or she was someone else. But Karen had checked out her credentials before confirming the appointment.

“May I ask, how long have you been with FT?”

She hesitated; he could see her thinking about her response.

“I haven’t been honest with you. My name is Sindy Steele, and I’m not a reporter.

“OK … who are you?”

“I’m the woman who’s going to save your life.”

“I didn’t know my life was in danger.”

“Dick Applegarden didn’t die of sleep apnea, whiskey and Ambien.”

This can’t be happening, Michael thought. He knew he needed to sound firm, confident, despite the feeling that his world was imploding.

“I beg your pardon—”

But now she appeared confident, sure of her ground.

“He was murdered.”

“What do you mean? How’s that possible? They did an autopsy; the coroner determined it was—”

“I know what the authorities said. They’re overworked and not always the brightest crayons in the box.”

“And how would you know this?” he asked.

“My business is security. I’m a bodyguard, Michael. I’ve protected some very high-profile, very vulnerable people.”

“But how do you know anything about Dick Applegarden’s death?”

“I was on an unrelated assignment for someone whose name I can’t disclose. He was staying at the Peninsula for a week, including the night your chairman died—or, as I believe, was murdered—in his room.”

She looked at her watch. Michael checked his, it was nearly six o’clock.

“Listen, this is too sensitive to discuss here. How about if we continue this over a cocktail at Bemelmans at the Carlyle? I just need fifteen minutes or so here to take care of some things before I leave.”

“Perfect. I’ll go ahead and get a table. You look like you need a drink.”
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“I understand that you’re an undertaker, Morty?” Bishop Kevin McCarthy asked.

“You mean besides my work for Mr. Sharkey? Yeah, I suppose you could say that, Father. Actually, I drive a hearse for the D’Amato Funeral Home in Brooklyn.”

“That is God’s work too, my son.”

“Yeah, I deliver them from evil.”

Morty was starving. He looked at his two friends, Lump and Nicky Bats. They had just been released with him from Rikers Island, after seven months of pre-trial hearings for the kidnapping and attempted murder of Michael Nicholas.

“I appreciate you getting us out of there. You must have some pretty powerful friends,” Morty said.

“The Lord takes care of its flock. I’ve invited a good friend of the Church, Frank Cortese, tonight for dinner. He was instrumental in securing those unfortunate cassette tapes and in arranging for your release. You will find him interesting, I promise.”

“Hey, Bishop, I love the guy already. He got us out of that hole,” Nicky Bats chimed in.

“No worries, my son. Sister Mary Margaret blessed us with her superb lasagna,” the bishop said, gesturing toward the large well-worn pan covered with aluminum foil.

Morty eyed the familiar setting of this typical church basement. He had been in many of them over the years. A small stage on the left and the hundred or so old metal and plastic-cushioned chairs served as the auditorium for the parochial school next door, St. Joseph’s Catholic. He could remember hearing the joyous sounds of children rising up throughout the building. There were the happy wedding receptions, immediately following the religious ceremony upstairs in the church, with bands or a simple boom box providing the music for the dancing and celebration festivities.

He knew that this same room had likely been the site of thousands of Irish, Italian, and now, more typically, Puerto Rican or Colombian wakes following the funerals held in the church upstairs.

A kitchen in the next room allowed for the preparation of whatever dishes the families and friends of the deceased wanted to feast on while the guest of honor, unable to attend, was either on his ascent to heaven or securely lying in a box in the cemetery, depending on the strength of one’s faith. Morty laughed at the thought.

The rectangular white Formica table was set for five. Dishes of freshly grated Parmesan cheese, a small jar of crushed red peppers, bottles of oil and vinegar, and a large carafe of red wine sat next to the pan of lasagna. The five grey steel chairs were aligned near each plate setting.

It felt good to be free.

Bishop McCarthy stood by his seat in the middle of the table and began his prayer as his three guests were seated on either side of him.

“Bless us, O Lord, and these gifts, which we are about to receive from Thy bounty, through Christ our Lord.”

Morty, Lump, and Nicky Bats indulged the bishop and faithfully bowed their heads in apparent prayer. Morty inhaled the smell of the rich tomato sauce and still sizzling ground beef and sausage from the lasagna while, with one eye half open, gazing first at the platter on the table in front of him. He was anxious to dig in.

As the bishop appeared to have finished his prayer, the three guests simultaneously but prematurely whispered, “Amen.” But the bishop continued:

“And grant us,

Lord Jesus,

always to follow the example of Your holy family,

that at the hour of our death

Your glorious Virgin Mother

with blessed Joseph

may come to meet us,

and so we may deserve to be received by You

into Your everlasting dwelling place.

Amen.”



Morty looked up at Bishop McCarthy, who returned the glance with a benevolent smile as he passed around the tray of lasagna.” Morty looked around the room at the fifth place setting and the empty chair. “Aren’t we waiting for our guest?”

“Frank often works late. I’m sure he’ll be here shortly. Let’s begin and enjoy Sister Mary Margaret’s hard work while it’s still warm. I know you three are hungry for a home-cooked meal.”

The creamy, melting mozzarella cheese blended so sumptuously with the slick pasta, the rich tomato sauce, and the earthy taste of the crumbled sausage. It coursed through Morty’s body with that instant feel-good effect of comfort foods.

After downing the first glass of dry Chianti, he began to relax. Until the basement door opened and Frank Cortese walked in.

Morty saw the same vacant look he had seen before, on the faces and in the eyes of the psychopathic killers he so often associated with. The same look he’d seen in the open eyes of the dead before they were shut. He looked for the exits. There was only one, it was the door through which Cortese had just walked.

He looked at Cortese’s buttoned, dark green sport coat and noticed the familiar bulge where a weapon would be concealed.

“Have a seat, my friend.” the bishop said, motioning toward the empty chair. “Let me introduce you.”

Good, Morty thought, introductions are good, and he’s going to eat.

But before Morty could even finish his next thought, Cortese in one quick motion had unbuttoned his sport jacket, pulled out a gun with a long silencer attached and put a single bullet each into the foreheads of Lump and Nicky Bats; the force of the hot lead sent them backward, and they fell to the floor still in their chairs, like ducks in an amusement park shooting gallery.

Morty knew that he was next, and in that split second, which seemed like an eternity, he stared at the strange, different-colored eyes of the man who was to kill him, and wondered, he knew for the last time, if there really was a God.








  Chapter 8

​

Chapter 8

New York City





Michael knew Bemelmans Bar in the Carlyle Hotel well. The legendary hangout of Upper East Side Manhattan socialites, cheating politicians, and celebrities seeking privacy, was a short ten-block walk from his office. He was running about fifteen minutes late as he entered through the hotel’s side entrance on Madison Avenue and went into the dimly lit bar.

He saw her at the bar getting a drink. She had changed her dress. Even from a distance, she was captivating, very tall—nearly six feet tall in her stilettos—a stunning woman dressed in the shortest, sheer black dress exposing miles of her perfectly tapered, white bare legs. Her long black hair hung straight down to the small of her exposed back. Although almost slim, she was powerfully built. Her bare shoulders and back were toned in a way only possible from hours spent working out.

Michael was intrigued. But still, something about her was eerily off. He glanced again at those long, slender white legs, gently tapering calves, and thin ankles, and he knew someone—and something—ominous had entered his life.

They were quickly seated in a red leather banquette along the wall.

“So, what’s going on here?” Despite his uncertainty, his tone was friendly, almost warm. He wanted to break the tension. Looking at Steele, he was curious. He felt an odd attraction—to her beauty, her strength. He wasn’t sure, but he also sensed a certain vulnerability in her. On the other hand, he always thought he sensed vulnerability in people.

“I understand you’re looking for a bodyguard. I’m one of the best in the world.”

“So that’s what this is all about? A job?”

“Only partly. I was attracted to you when I saw you pass by in the Peninsula. Then, when I attended your speech the next day, I couldn’t believe that was you. And when I heard your message, I knew I had to find you. It wasn’t hard, of course. But I admit I wasn’t sure how to actually get in to meet with you. That’s why I did the reporter thing. Turns out, there is an FT reporter whose name isn’t that far off from mine.”

“And you flew out to New York to meet me?”

She laughed, “No, I’m afraid not. I may be a bit obsessive but I’m not crazy. I’m here on other business. I spend several months of the year in New York.” She sipped her drink, closed her eyes, appearing to inhale the vodka’s effects. She finally looked back at Michael, and continued. “It just proves my point though.”

“Which is?”

“If I can get this close to you this easily, anyone who wishes you harm can do the same.”

“And why do you think anyone would want to harm me?”

“Come on, Michael. Your brother was murdered last year, your boss shortly after and you were kidnapped on Spring Street right after that. Need I go on?”

“My company has provided me with extensive security since those events—and I still don’t understand why you believe Dick Applegarden was murdered.”

“OK, first of all, your security stinks. I don’t see anyone around you or watching you.”

“I mean my home security—”

“Oh please, you’ve got to be kidding. You think some RadioShack system on steroids is going to deter anyone who wants to get into your house?”

“OK, I get your point. But what about Applegarden? How are you so sure he was murdered?”

“I was in the hotel bar the night he died. The power went off—just for a few minutes—but long enough to conveniently disrupt the security cameras and distract the staff. No one seemed to know why either.”

“That’s it?”

“No, of course not. I can’t disclose everything I know, but let’s put it this way, the protection world is a small one, particularly in L.A. I know the hotel security people very well. I was with them shortly after they discovered Applegarden’s body. They’re not convinced it was sleep apnea and drugs. They don’t have any real conclusive evidence and … well, the hotel isn’t interested in a scandal—especially after the coroner quickly ruled it an accidental death. Plus, they want to keep their job. That’s all I can say, but I know enough to know it was a well-planned hit.”

She appeared to be watching Michael for a response. He was careful, not showing any expression. “You know these things are usually guys who, you know, are involved in some criminal stuff or looking to get rid of their business partner, wives or a pregnant lover. But Applegarden was clean. He looked like a typical suit, a corporate type, not even close to anything that would involve being taken out. Same with you—until I read about your brother.”
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