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“SENSATIONAL . . . MASTERFUL . . . brilliant.”

—New York Post

“(A) chilling tale of obsessive love from Thriller Award–winner Zandri (Moonlight Weeps) . . . Riveting.”

—Publishers Weekly

“. . . Oh, what a story it is . . . Riveting . . . A terrific old-school thriller.”

—Booklist “Starred Review”

“Zandri does a fantastic job with this story. Not only does he scare the reader, but the horror 

show he presents also scares the man who is the definition of the word “tough.”

—Suspense Magazine

“I very highly recommend this book . . . It's a great crime drama that is full of action and intense suspense, along with some great twists . . . Vincent Zandri has become a huge name and just keeps pouring out one best seller after another.”

—Life in Review

“(The Innocent) is a thriller that has depth and substance, wickedness and compassion.”

—The Times-Union (Albany)

"The action never wanes." 

—Fort Lauderdale Sun-Sentinel

"Gritty, fast-paced, lyrical and haunting." 

—Harlan Coben, New York Times bestselling author of Six Years

"Tough, stylish, heartbreaking." 

—Don Winslow, New York Times bestselling author of Savages and Cartel.

“A tightly crafted, smart, disturbing, elegantly crafted complex thriller . . . I dare you to start it and not keep reading.”

—MJ Rose, New York Times bestselling author of Halo Effect and Closure 

“A classic slice of raw pulp noir . . .”

—William Landay, New York Times bestselling author of Defending Jacob

I, the Judge: A Steve Jobz PI Thriller

Vincent Zandri

“She’s wanted dead or alive for murder.”

―Quentin Tarantino 
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It was one of those steamy summer nights where I’d had one too many. I’d been furloughed from my job at the New York State Unemployment Fraud Agency when the pandemic kicked in, so having one too many was getting to be a bit of a habit. But then, you only go around once, right?  

Still, I thought it might be better to walk home from Lanies Bar than get back in my topless Mustang and make the two-mile drive to my Port of Albany-docked houseboat. Even if the police were being defunded by the lefty mayor, there were still plenty of cops hiding out in the bushes who were willing to hand out DWIs to stupid drivers who think they drive better drunk. I didn’t plan on being one of them. Like I said, I’d had maybe one too many...Okay, maybe way too many. Besides, I could use the exercise. 

Back to my finances, or lack thereof. Not only was I furloughed, but my pandemic unemployment assistance payments had run out. I also didn’t have any gumshoe work now. Call it the July slow down when folks go on vacation or just don’t care if their wife or husband is cheating on them enough to put out for a private eye to tail them for a while and take graphic pics. But then, I always seemed to be in the red come the hot season, employed or unemployed. 

I was maybe a half mile into my walk, making my way downhill towards Broadway when the flashers went off behind me, and an engine roared. Before I knew it, an Albany black and white was pulling up beside me. The passenger window rolled down. The cruiser was being driven by a big uniformed Black cop who I didn’t recognize. 

“Get in, Jobz,” he said. 

“What, am I in trouble?” I said. “I left my car at the bar purposely, Officer so that I did not get pulled over for a DWI.” When I said Officer like Occifer and DWI like DeeWee, the cop rolled his eyes. 

“Just get in,” he said. “You’re not in trouble.” 

Exhaling a breath, I opened the passenger side door and sat down. 

“Or would you prefer, my good man, if I sit in back,” I said. 

“I can smell the booze on your breath from here,” he said. 

I put my hand on the rear door opener. 

“Don’t worry about it,” he said. “You’re fine in front.”

I did as he suggested. He then pulled away from the curb, made a tight U-turn, and started in the direction of downtown. I knew we were headed to one of the APD precincts where things were most definitely not fine.
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He was waiting for me inside his office, the sleeves on his button-down rolled up past the elbows, his tie hanging low, his top button undone, his Colt .45 1911 hanging by its shoulder holster on the hat rack along with his blue blazer, trench coat, and charcoal fedora. 

His hair was white, and brush cut short, and he was sporting a little five o’clock shadow that had become nine o’clock shadow by now. I was always sporting a five o’clock shadow and the top button on my shirt was always undone. After all, I was my own boss. Plus, I like to wear aviator sunglasses, even in the rain and at night. 

“Burning the midnight oil, Miller,” I said like a question. 

His full name and title was Chief of Homicide Division, Detective Nick Miller. But then, I didn’t know a single soul on earth who didn’t refer to him as just Miller. Not Barney Miller, mind you, which would most definitely piss him off. And considering he was twice my size, I referred to him as just Miller whether I liked it or not.

“Take a seat, Jobz,” he said. 

He then proceeded to open the bottom drawer on his old wood desk. He pulled out a bottle and two clean toothbrush glasses and set them on the desk. 

“You’ve had a few,” he said. “But you’re not driving, I’m told.” 

“I like to obey the law,” I said. 

“That officer could have pulled you in for walking drunk too, you know,” he said. “There’s laws against such depravity in our fair city.” 

He poured two generous shots, slid one of them towards me. Reaching for it, I sat back in the wooden chair and held the glass in my hand. 

“What shall we drink to?” I asked. 

He thought about it for a beat. 

“How about Enrico Fredrico,” he said. “Rather, how about his memory?” 

“And who, pray tell, is Enrico Fredrico?” I asked. 

“Old man who was just found stabbed to death at the Anne Lee Home for the Aged over near the airport,” he said. 

A small shock shot through my system. 

“My mother lives in the Anne Lee Home,” I said. 

“And thus my sending out a blue uniform to Lanies to round you up,” he said. 

“Okay, so can we drink now?” I said. 

“You gonna keep those sunglasses on?” he asked. 

“Why not, Miller? It’s still a semi-free country.”

He leaned towards me over his desktop. 

“There’s two kinds of people who wear sunglasses indoors, Jobz,” he said.

“Oh, and what are they?” I asked. 

“Assholes and assholes,” he said. 

I couldn’t help but grow a broad grin. Neither could he. 

We drank to the memory of an old dead man who once lived under the same roof as my mother.
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We drank our shots and then he poured us another round. This time, I’d allowed the whiskey to breathe while I sipped on it. Never call Steve Jobz greedy when it comes to another man’s booze. Miller gave me the lowdown on what he knew thus far. Turns out Enrico had been found dead in his bed sometime around that day’s late afternoon dinnertime. One of the workers made a check on him after he hadn’t been seen at breakfast or lunch. 

“And Enrico never missed a meal,” Miller added, “or so my men doing the questioning were told.” 

“He’s Italian,” I said. “He likes his food. Or is that stereotyping?”

Miller cocked his head like he was saying, Yes, it’s stereotyping. He sipped his drink. He said that thus far the cops...his cops including forensics...haven’t got a clue who could have killed the old man. No prints, no footprints, no murder weapon, no evidence of a forced entry, nothing. 

“Sounds at the very least like it could be an inside job,” I said. “You guys interview the employees?”

I drank some booze while Miller gave me his Clint Eastwood, Dirty Harry, slanty-eyed stare. 

“You gotta ask, Jobz?” he said. 

I was surprised that he didn’t add “punk” to the end of the sentence. As in, the famous Dirty Harry line, “You feel lucky, punk?”

I said, “Assuming you’re about to hire me and my gumshoe expertise to assist you on this very exciting project that, by the way, hits very close to home, in terms of momma Jobz, yes, I do need to ask it.”

I smiled after I said it. He drank. I drank. The ship was righted again. 

“Residents are naturally scared,” he said. “Families are concerned. We checked to see if one of Enrico’s family members might have had a key to his place. But there’s no one in the Albany area anyway who constitutes family. Or so says George McCabe, the facility manager.” 

I pictured the tall, silver mustache and goateed busy body of a manager whom I’d met many times over the course of my visits to see my mother. 

“What about friends?” I asked. 

“Same deal,” Miller said. “Seems Enrico didn’t have a whole lot of visitors either. No friends on the outside, anyway.”

“Lonely existence,” I said. “Lonely death.”

“Not really,” Miller said. 

I was a little taken aback based on the evidence he was pointing out to me. Or nonevidence you might call it. 

“Why do you say that?” I asked. 

“It turns out Enrico had himself a girlfriend,” he said. 

“Really,” I said. “You mean like a girlfriend who also resides at the home?”

“Exactly,” he said. “In fact, it’s part of the reason I’m about to hire you and, um, your gumshoe talents.”

I felt the hairs on the back of my neck rise. 

“Don’t tell me,” I said. 

Miller grinned again. 

“You betcha,” he said. “Looks like Mrs. Jobz and the late Mr. Fredrico were quite the couple.” 

I drank down my whiskey, slapped the empty glass on his desk, and stood up. 

“When do I start?” I said. 
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While I had been planning on going fly-fishing for bass in the morning over at Little’s Lake in North Albany where the fishing was spectacular in July (yes, even better than the Hudson River), especially in the early morning, it now looked like I’d be looking for the man or woman who might have killed my mother’s...my mother’s...if only I could get myself to say it...boyfriend.

Now I realize that even if my mother was in her late 80s, she still had needs like any other human being, the major one being companionship. But in all the years since my Dad had been gone, she’d always told me that he was her true love and that no one could ever replace him. That said, she had no interest in dating. Which probably explains why she never told me she had a boyfriend in the first place. 

I had to admit, that while it came as a shock, I was genuinely happy for the old girl. Life is short, as Enrico now knew all too well. Why not live it to its fullest? But it also dawned on me that with her boyfriend being killed, my mother would not be in the best of spirits right now. I could maybe call her, but she’d be asleep at this hour of the night, considering she retires at around eight. Maybe she cried herself to sleep. It must have been a tough day that was particularly rough on the old gal. 
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