
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Finding Harry Diamond

        

        
        
          John Fulghum Mysteries, Volume 5

        

        
        
          E. W. Farnsworth

        

        
          Published by Zimbell House Publishing, 2017.

        

    



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    Dedication

For Rita and Ev

      

    


This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real locales are used fictitiously. All characters appearing in this work are the product of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the written permission of the publisher.

For permission requests, write to the publisher:

“Attention: Permissions Coordinator”

Zimbell House Publishing

PO Box 1172

Union Lake, Michigan 48387

mail to: info@zimbellhousepublishing.com

© 2017 E. W. Farnsworth

Published in the United States by Zimbell House Publishing

All Rights Reserved

Print ISBN: 978-1-945967-98-6

Digital ISBN: 978-1-947210-00-4

Library of Congress Control Number: 2017915847

First Edition: November/2017

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 

[image: image]

Zimbell House Publishing

Union Lake, Michigan

Also by E W. Farnsworth

John Fulghum Mysteries, Volume I

John Fulghum Mysteries, Volume II

Blue is for Murder, John Fulghum Mysteries, Volume III

The Perfect Teacher, John Fulghum Mysteries, Volume IV



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1 
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Virginia Beach

Tall, dark, fit and handsome Harry Diamond cruised Atlantic Avenue in Virginia Beach at eleven o’clock on a cool Friday night. A colorful weekend crowd filled both sides of the street. Harry was not trolling this night. Instead, in his Bugatti Chiron, he was searching for one particularly good looking, brown-haired call-girl named Monica, whom he had met last night at the Tropicale Bar. 

She had slipped him a Mickey Finn in Room 1570 at the Hilton where he was staying. When he passed out, she stole his cash, credit cards, and passport portfolio and left him a sticky note reading, “Thanks! ☺ Monica.” 

It was bad enough she had taken his belongings, but she had also humiliated him. Harry did not like to be slighted. He also did not like his secret identities to be compromised by a double-dealing dame. 

Now he was looking to get his money and cards back, with interest, as well as his passport portfolio. He wanted the crazy bitch to know what the back of his elbow could do to her classy ski-jump nose. He also wanted to exact revenge against the whole criminal organization she represented. It was inconceivable to him that she was working alone. The only question in his mind was how many will he have to kill to keep his secrets?

Harry pulled his blue Bugatti Chiron into the parking lot of the Tropicale to see if lightning might strike twice in the same place. He adjusted his suit coat over his Glock 23 before stepping into the bar. 

The place was jammed, but the evening drinkers made way for Harry. With a grim, determined look that meant business, he made his way gradually to the far end of the bar. 

He saw the brown-haired girl he was looking for sitting on a barstool. Next to her sat a huge gorilla with a gold chain hanging down his neck. They were drinking what might have been double martinis and looking bored. 

Without a glance at the gorilla, Harry frowned and leaned forward with his hands hanging at his sides and his fingers working.

“Did you miss me, Monica?” he asked the girl, with an ironical smile.

The gorilla stood up, swelled his chest and cracked his knuckles. He evidently viewed Harry as an unequal match for his martial skills.

Harry kept his eyes on the girl but hit the big man in the nose twice quickly. The left karate chop broke his nose at the bridge. The base of Harry’s right palm followed in an upward movement jamming the cartilage of the man’s broken nose back into his cranium. The gorilla collapsed on the floor. Harry figured the man was down for the count and possibly dead. He continued to focus on Monica. She seemed bewildered and trembled slightly.

Seeing her security on the floor, the girl stood up, put her glass on the bar and tried to force her way past Harry. Grabbing her arm, Diamond frog-marched her through the crowd and out the front door. 

In the parking lot, he opened the passenger door of his car. He pushed the girl into the seat, slammed the door and climbed into the driver’s seat. Back on Atlantic Avenue, he drove the strip. She looked straight ahead with her lips pursed.

“Let’s have it, Monica,” Harry said, in a firm voice.

“What do you want to know?” she spat out in anger. She felt trapped and afraid.

“Who did you give my credit cards and portfolio to last night?”

“I can’t tell you that,” she said.

He moved his right elbow fast against her face. This broke her ski-jump nose and made her bleed down her mouth and chin. She tried to open her car door to escape, but Harry pushed her back down in her seat.

“Sit down and stay in the car. You won’t like the alternative.”

After a moment, he gave her a handkerchief. She accepted it and held it to her nose.

“Let’s try that again. Who did you give my credit cards and passport portfolio to last night?”

“Sammy Delano,” she said in a soft, whiny voice while she mopped her nose to stop the bleeding.

“Where’s Delano now?” he demanded.

“He’s waiting for me at the Pink Flamingo Bar. It’s up Atlantic three blocks on the left,” gesturing with two fingers of her right hand. She was on the brink of tears from the pain of her broken nose.

“We’ll drive there now. You’ll take me to him.” His tone was savage. 

Harry squealed into the parking lot of the Pink Flamingo. He pulled the girl out of his car and marched her alongside him into the bar. 

It was a dark place with people standing at the bar. Harry could see the heads of people sitting at tables near the back.

“Monica, take me to him now,” he ordered.

She walked to the back of the place still holding the kerchief to her bloody nose. She stopped in front of the last table near the exit where a well-dressed man and woman were laughing over drinks. 

The couple looked up at the girl and Harry. The man fumbled for his gun then froze when he saw Harry’s Glock pointed at his forehead.

“Sammy Delano, I’m going to ask for my cash, credit cards, and passport portfolio. I’ll only ask once. Don’t even think about reaching for your gun.” Harry cocked his weapon for effect.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” replied the man, stuttering with fear.

“No, I don’t suppose you do know what I’m talking about,” he said with an ironical tone.

Harry swung the barrel of his gun hard between Delano’s eyes. The man slumped forward on the table. He was out cold. His female companion backed her chair up and fled out the rear exit. Harry stuck his Glock in his shoulder holster. Pushing Delano’s body upright, he reached inside the man’s coat. With two fingers, he extracted a wallet and handed it to the girl.

“Bring that along,” he ordered her.

He took the girl by the arm firmly with a look brooking no opposition. He escorted her out of the bar. They climbed into his Bugatti. 

Driving the crowded strip, he told Monica, “Search the wallet and tell me what’s inside.” 

She opened the wallet and began rifling through its contents. She counted the cash twice then she counted the credit cards.

“Two thousand dollars in hundreds and five credit cards.” 

“That’s all?”

“There’s also a driver’s license in his name.”

He held out his hand. Monica gave him the wallet. He put it inside his coat pocket. 

Satisfied he had what he needed from her, Harry pulled to the curb.

“Get out,” he told her.

“You broke my nose!” she complained.

“I’ll do worse if I ever see you again.”

“Delano won’t forget what you did to him tonight.”

“I hope he doesn’t. Now scram.”

The girl stumbled out of the sports car and walked down the street, her head down while her right hand held the handkerchief to her bloody nose. 

Harry drove to the Hilton Hotel and had the valet park his Bugatti. He went up the elevator to Room 1570. 

He made himself a double martini. After screwing his Silencerco Osprey silencer in the threaded barrel of his Glock, he set the weapon on the arm of the couch. He turned off all the lights and sat down to drink and wait. 

He did not have to wait long.

At one o’clock, Harry heard a noise outside his door. Someone was fiddling with the door handle. 

Harry picked up his gun and stepped to the side of the door. It was just in time. 

The door flew open, and two huge men charged inside with their weapons drawn. Harry stepped out from behind the door and coolly shot them both in the head from behind. He pushed the door shut and locked it. 

Like the professional he was, Harry took his time. He removed the silencer from his Glock. He went to the sink and cleaned his weapon and the silencer. He dried them and oiled them lightly. He reloaded the gun and reattached the silencer. He put the unit in his shoulder holster.

After packing his bag, Harry called the front desk to say he was checking out immediately. He left the two bodies on the floor where they had fallen. Downstairs he retrieved his Bugatti from the valet service and drove it back down Atlantic Avenue. 

The crowd had thinned. Harry entered the Pink Flamingo Bar from the back with his silenced weapon drawn along his right leg.

At the rearmost table in the dark, as before, were Sammy Delano and his girlfriend with their martinis. Delano’s cell phone lay on the table.

Harry placed the tip of the silencer against Delano’s skull behind the ear. The man froze.

“Make no fast moves! Keep your hands on the table where I can see them.” Harry whispered. “You’ll not be receiving any calls from your two henchmen ever again. Acknowledge that you understand me with a nod.” 

Delano nodded. His girl slid her chair away from him.

“What do you want?” Delano asked.

Diamond ignored his question. “Who’s your boss?”

“Hey, I’m a made man. I work for the Contini Family. You can’t touch me. If you so much as harm a hair on my head, old man Contini will chop you up and feed you to the sharks.”

“Where’s old man Contini right now?”

“Right now, he’ll be down the road at his beach house in Sandpiper Cove sleeping like an angel if not with an angel. Either way, he’s got half-dozen hard men watching over him.”

“I’ll bet you’re thinking you’d like half-dozen men watching over you right now.”

“Pull the trigger and see.”

Harry smiled and obliged the man by pulling the trigger. 

He then turned his gun and shot Delano’s moll in the face rapidly before she could scream. He was pleased that the two fell with their heads slumped over the table as if they had passed out from drinking. Seeing that no one in the place seemed to notice what he had done, he quietly made his way out the back door. 

Harry drove his Bugatti down Atlantic Avenue towards the beach houses, looking for Sandpiper Cove. 

When he found the condo complex, he parked on the landward side of the strip. After reloading his Glock, he climbed out of his car and locked it. 

He took his time. It took a quarter of an hour to scout the Contini beach house. He spotted three goons on watch outside—an overwatch as well as front and rear guards. He figured three other bodyguards were inside the beach house in the outer room. Old man Contini would be asleep in the back bedroom, most probably with female company.

Harry shot the overwatch first as a precaution. He then shot the rear guard. Finally, he shot the front guard. All three kills were clean headshots. The silencer had done its work—no one was disturbed by his kills so far. Having eliminated the outside bodyguards, Harry knocked softly on the front door of the beach house. 

A goon answered the third knock and earned a bullet to the brain. Harry hauled the man’s corpse outside and moved swiftly through the door over the body. He caught the two other inside bodyguards by surprise. To the left and right, he fired expertly. The two died of headshots from his silenced Glock. 

Now he hesitated and listened carefully. He heard nothing to indicate that the old man was stirring in the back bedroom. Harry reloaded. He thought for a moment and decided to go for broke.

Harry kicked the door in and burst into the bedroom. He shot the two figures sleeping in the bed. He turned on the light to verify he had killed old man Contini. He was gratified he had done that. What was left of the old man’s face was familiar from the media coverage of his trial. 

Harry noticed he had also killed one of the old man’s whores. He did not care.

He checked the room thoroughly and found his credit cards and passport portfolio in the inside pocket of the mob boss’s coat. He also found Contini’s own wallet stuffed with cash, which he removed to cover his expenses. He tossed the rest of the beach house interior and found no surprises, no pot of gold, cash or drugs.

Harry reloaded his Glock again before he exited the beach house by the back way and returned to his Bugatti.

He drove down Atlantic Avenue and threaded his way across the highways of Hampton Roads. Figuring the sirens would be coming to life at any moment along the beach strip, he was glad to be distancing himself from the place. He figured he had no time to lose.

Traffic was light this early Saturday morning. Harry stopped first at Lynnhaven and then at Ocean View, just to be sure he was not being followed. At dawn he passed through the Hampton Roads Bridge Tunnel, reasonably confident he was in the clear for at least the next two hours.

Harry parked his Bugatti in the long-term parking garage at the Patrick Henry International Airport in Newport News. He had no intention of flying from there. He also had no intention of retrieving the Bugatti since it might link him to the killings through the girl. Harry then walked to the ground transportation taxi station and took a cab to Norfolk International Airport. 

Enroute to the airport, he directed the cabbie to wait for five minutes while he made a private cell phone call. Harry walked into the Azalea Gardens where he unscrewed his silencer and threw it in the murky turtle pond. He did the same with his Glock. 

Returning to his cab, he told the driver to proceed to the departure area. There at the ticket counter, he booked a flight on the first plane to New York. 

In New York, under another identity, he booked a flight to London. 

***
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HAVING TEA IN MAYFAIR three days later, Harry thought it highly unlikely the Norfolk police would find the pieces of the murder weapon in Norfolk’s Azalea Gardens. Police forensics might link all the bullets from the various corpses to the same Glock, but Harry had bought the weapon through a cutout. The gun could not be directly connected to him.

The investigation into the murders at the bar and the beach house would discover no living witnesses except for the girl. The presence of the Bugatti at one murder scene was circumstantial. As for a motive, the mob life was known to be hazardous. Another mob family would be the likely place to start with an investigation. One man acting alone against the Mafia would seem improbable. 

Harry ate his cream scones in Mayfair and thought of the call girl named Monica. She had started all the trouble, but it was not really her fault. Her reward for being a foot soldier was a bloody nose. He thought for a moment whether he should have killed her. He could have done it just after she climbed out of the Bugatti that last time. 

His only other regret was having to leave his Bugatti Chiron in the parking garage of Patrick Henry International Airport. The car had excellent lines and color. It was the fastest and snazziest vehicle he had ever driven. He regretted having to ditch it.

Finally, he resolved not to return to kill the woman but to correct the fault in himself. Avoiding the charms of beautiful women while on a mission was a necessary drawback to an otherwise rewarding profession. That was the hard edge view. Harry was a survivor, so he took it. 
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Chapter 2 

[image: ]




The Contini Connection

John Fulghum, Private Investigator, was unused to dressing in white formal wear. He had not purchased the tux and tails nor the top hat. Those were given to him gratis by the organizers for the least likely premier social occasion of the fall season—the marriage of Kim Su Baek to Mr. Park Ho Wen at Ms. Baek’s estate on Onota Lake in Pittsfield, Massachusetts. Fulghum’s role was to be best man at a wedding where nearly all participants except him and his date were members of the CIA, KCIA or DPRK intelligence communities.

Fulghum, who had helped Sue when she was being framed as the murderess of her boss, was now being paid back by his client. She had vowed to return to her native Seoul, Korea to find a suitable husband among the impoverished poets of the city. 

Park Ho Wen evidently fit the bill. One of his poems graced the wedding invitation. His design firm had done the tasteful graphics for the affair as well. 

Fulghum’s friend, Ken Mander, had confirmed that Park was a bona fide South Korean counterintelligence specialist. Connected as he was to the wealthy and political Park family, he was independently wealthy with a fortune almost equivalent to the one that Sue had acquired when her boss made her his sole heir, to the detriment of his entire blue-blooded New England family.

The setting and timing of the wedding could not have been better. The reds and golds of the fall season in New England are nowhere better exemplified than in the Berkshires. The weather and sugar maple foliage had contrived the most leaf-peeper hailed fall of the last ten years. On Fulghum’s arm was Silvia Blackwood, attired in a stunning, green silk gown. The archivist of the Boston Globe had taken time off for the event just to see the bride, Sue, who had mesmerized Fulghum. He had risked his life and reputation to prove her innocent of the murder of the centenarian who left her the net worth of almost one billion US dollars.

“Is that Sue being photographed down by the pier?” Silvia asked Fulghum, still a little jealous of the woman she affectionately called, “that Korean Bitch.”

“You’re looking at her. It’s impolite to stare, even among gawking Koreans.”

“I’ll promise not to scratch her eyes out if you introduce us.” Silvia had a way of cutting right to the chase.

“When I see the opportunity, I’ll do just that. When you meet her, say something nice about the ginseng present she sent.”

In Fulghum’s mind that ginseng root, suspended in the thick, blood-red liquid in its cylindrical container, was a symbol of his and Sue’s liaison. Thinly sliced, it was also the aphrodisiac that had afforded Silvia almost three months of ecstatic sexual pleasure.

Ken Mander was present as the CIA liaison to protect the event against depredations by North Korean agents. They had tried to assassinate Fulghum on two occasions already. He nodded at Fulghum though the true connection between the men was a closely held secret. 

Mander cut a handsome figure beside his elegant and beautiful red-headed partner, whom Fulghum knew to be Sheila McCaw, also known as Crow Lady, the Deputy Director of the CIA. Outside the CIA contingent at the wedding, Fulghum alone knew the importance of the event based on the Crow’s presence. The woman was rarely seen outside her office on the seventh floor of CIA Headquarters in Langley, Virginia. Mander nodded at her when she eyed him, but he might as well have been a flaming red maple tree for all the regard she paid him.

Fulghum marveled at the choreography of the movements of the KCIA attendees at the wedding. At no time was either the bride or the groom outside a diamond enclosure formation of agents tasked to defend them with their lives.

“Silvia, what do you make of the fishermen who’re trolling the area just off the pier?”

“John,” she responded in a whisper, “there is an equal number of Koreans and Americans there. It’s amazing they haven’t snarled or crossed their trolling lines, they’re piloting so close to each other.” She smiled, but she knew how carefully the security for this event was being orchestrated.

A waiter approached them and offered another glass of champagne. They placed their empties on his tray and took the replacement fluted glasses. 

The waiter said, “Sir and ma’am, I’ve been informed to tell you this is one of the world’s most expensive champagnes, Armand de Brignac Brut Gold, imported for the occasion.” 

Fulghum would have preferred Jack Daniels whiskey, but he noticed that JD Old Number 7 was prominent among the drinks offered at the liquor tables stationed throughout the estate’s backyard. In due course, Fulghum decided he would savor the brown elixir at some point during the afternoon’s festivities.

“So, what will you be doing as best man, Mr. Fulghum?” Silvia asked.

“Nothing more and nothing less than I did at the rehearsal, only now I’ll be doing it in costume. Watch out; the South Korean ambassador is heading our way. We’re on parade.”

The ambassador approached them and bowed. John and Silvia bowed lower than he had done. They exchanged pleasantries about the wedding, the weather and the resplendent fall display.

“Your Excellency,” Fulghum said after the banalities had been expressed, “What are the prospects for Korean reunification in our lifetime?”

“Mr. Fulghum, we sincerely hope for reunification, but on the terms that the South proposes. I believe we can reunify amicably, but on one side violence is intended. Excuse me, but I have to see everyone. I’m delighted to see you standing in support of Kim Su Baek. She is an exceptionally special person to our nation. So is her future husband. Goodbye.”

Silvia exclaimed, “John, you knew what the official answer to your question was before you asked it. Why did you ask? Did you see how red he became when he had to resort to delivering the official line?”

“Silvia, I asked because I had the opportunity. Who knows? He might have broken with protocol for just a moment. The scales might have fallen from his eyes.”

She smiled and nodded to a KCIA minder who bowed slightly and slipped by to assure the ambassador’s safety.

Just then the loudspeaker announced that the wedding party should assemble as they had practiced. 

Fulghum told Blackwood, “It’s show time. I’ll see you immediately after the ceremony and make the introduction you wanted.” 

He then took his place as best man in the procession. He checked his pocket to be sure the rings were ready for presentation. 

On the lake, he noticed that an American had come uncommonly close to a Korean fishing boat. If he had not been watching closely, he might have missed the collapse of the Korean and the American shifting quickly from one boat to the other, speaking to his lapel device as he did so.

The formal ceremony was orchestrated so well in advance that there were no hitches to the perfect wedding. Fulghum remembered his cues and lines. Silvia thought she detected a look of jealousy in the eyes of the poet when the rings were presented. There was no mistaking the fervency of the poet’s kiss or the bride’s kiss in response. 

The fireworks that exploded over the Lake Onota at that climaxing moment were the only external sign that anything extraordinary had occurred.

The evening festivities began after that. As total darkness fell, the crowd concentrated on the newlyweds. Fulghum took the opportunity to introduce Silvia to Sue. Both women were guardedly gracious. 

While Fulghum sized up Park and Silvia did the same for Sue, a collective breath of relief was taken because the occasion’s formality had overcome competitive primal instincts. 

For all the bowing and formal niceties, Fulghum and Silvia knew the nuptial pair had entered a union of mutual exploration that excluded all others. Tomorrow the married couple would be off for a traditional Korean marriage visit to Jeju-do, the island for honeymooners where rape seed fields grew in golden splendor.

Sue took the opportunity to ask, “So Mr. Fulghum, how did you like the ginseng root?”

“Sue, thank you for your gift to Ms. Blackwood. It was fitting. We’ve eaten it all, and it does everything tradition ascribes to its power.”

“Perhaps, Mr. Fulghum, I should send more ginseng to you both?” She was having a good time with this idea though her new husband reddened at the implications.

“We know the root now, so we can buy our own, thank you. How long will you and your husband be vacationing on Jeju-do?”

“We’ll be there one week unless we decide to extend. We’ve never been there before, and it’s traditional. Everything depends on security.” She smiled demurely and bowed slightly. “I think the tae kwon do exhibition is about to begin. Shall we watch?”

The demonstration occurred by torchlight. Two equal forces of warriors approached each other from either side of the greensward as a mock combat ensued. Fulghum noticed that the veneer covered at least two instances of lethal combat. If the audience were not extremely observant, they would not have noticed that two of the combatants died during the duel.

“John, did you see that?” Silvia asked him in a whisper.

“Yes. There’s more than meets the eye to the evening’s events.” Fulghum’s eyes found Mander and Crow on the periphery of events. As the martial artists performed, they fell back into the darkness outside the umbra of the lights then they vanished into the night. Fulghum knew he was now on his own.

“Let’s bid the nuptial pair our best regards, Silvia. It’s time for us to depart and let the night take over.”

They found the Parks and bade them farewell. Sue hugged Fulghum and kissed him full on the lips, looking at Silvia after she did this to see her reaction. Fulghum shook Park’s hand firmly, wishing him well. 

Fulghum and Blackwood receded into the background as the Koreans swamped the newlyweds with good wishes and presents.

As they wound their way to Fulghum’s powder-blue Saab, Silvia asked him, “So, is that all there will be to your relationship with Sue?”

Fulghum smiled and lit a Marlboro. “What relationship are you talking about, Silvia? She was my client. She’s now married. End of story.”

Silvia regarded Fulghum with her newshound’s eyes then she decided to end their discussion of the subject for the present. “May I have a cigarette too?”

“By all means.” He lit her Marlboro from the one he was smoking. They chain lit cigarettes all their way to the hotel where they had much better things to do than smoke. 

When they arrived, the concierge delivered to their suite a cylinder containing a ginseng root in a blood-red liquid and a large bottle of Jack Daniels whiskey. The root was from Sue; the JD was from Park. 

It was the perfect ending to an almost perfect day. The day’s only imperfections were the details that perhaps Fulghum alone noticed. The agencies were busy taking care of business discreetly while the crowd remained blissfully unaware that anything untoward was happening. 

Fulghum was certain that the morning papers would contain nothing about the intelligence activities that had taken place sub rosa. He and Silvia decided that what lay beneath the surface was best left unaddressed in public.

At two o’clock in the morning, a knock on the door put Fulghum on full alert. He told Silvia to head for the bathroom and lock the door. He carried his gun to the door. Through the door, he asked the knocker what could possibly be the matter at the ungodly hour.

“Mr. Contini must see Mr. Fulghum. It’s urgent. Will you please see him now?”

Fulghum and the boss of the Rhode Island Mafia went back a few years. The detective had visited the man in his restaurant in Providence. Now the great man was paying him a return visit in his hotel room in Pittsfield.

“May I speak with Mr. Contini?” Fulghum asked through the door.

The next voice he heard was Contini’s. “Mr. Fulghum, please excuse my interrupting you on this festive day. You’ll recall you interrupted my lunch some time ago with news that was vital to my welfare. For that, I thank you again. May I enter to discuss a crucial matter with you now? I won’t take much of your time.”

Fulghum put his gun in its holster and opened the door. Mr. Contini opened his arms and embraced the detective then he asked his bodyguards to stand guard outside the door while he and Fulghum spoke privately.

Fulghum offered Contini a drink of Jack Daniels, and the mob boss accepted graciously. Fulghum poured two glasses of the brown elixir, which they used to toast their mutual health before they got down to business.

“Mr. Contini, you are welcome in my suite. Since you’ve come all the way from Providence to see me, tell me what’s on your mind.”

The mob boss nodded and thought for a moment before he said, “Mr. Fulghum, I’m facing a war because of a series of inexplicable events.”

“Mr. Contini, what event could be so serious as to cause a Mafia war? I thought you had a council that stood ready to broker disputes among the families.”

“This event is so egregious; no one will be reasonable. Already each family has taken the opportunity to eliminate as many of the opposing families as they can. To your question, though, a hit on a man from my family in Virginia Beach, Virginia, has everyone grabbing at straws. All the bosses claim they did not give the order for the hit. Yet the hit must have been done by a mob family. No one else had the motive, the means or the intelligence to do this thing.”

“Mr. Contini, please put me in the picture. And have some more Jack Daniels whiskey. Would you like a Marlboro as well?”

“I’d like both, thank you.”

Contini took a cigarette, which Fulghum lit for him. The detective topped off the man’s glass with JD. The mob boss collected his thoughts for a moment before he spoke.

“On Friday and Saturday night two weeks ago, a made man and his woman were slaughtered like animals in a bar in Virginia Beach. The violence did not stop with that outrage. Whoever did that deed coolly went to a condo in Virginia Beach and slaughtered my uncle and his security. They took things from the corpses. Then they vanished without a trace.”

“Why do you suppose this happened, Mr. Contini?”

“I don’t know. That’s why I want to hire you to find out what happened and give me a name.”

“Let me get this right. You’re asking me to investigate the multiple murders in Virginia Beach and deliver to you the names of the perpetrators?”

“Find the murderers, Mr. Fulghum. Do whatever you need to do. I’ll pay double your normal rate with expenses plus a bonus of ten million dollars if you can bring some clarity to this matter within thirty days. Here is an envelope with fifty thousand dollars in untraceable hundreds as your retainer.”

Contini took the fat envelope from his inside suit coat pocket and slid it across the coffee table to Fulghum. The detective did not immediately touch the envelope.

“Mr. Contini, will you please tell me you and your people had absolutely nothing to do with the murders?”

“On my mother’s grave, Mr. Fulghum, we had nothing to do with this matter. I would never kill family in this way. We were taken completely by surprise.”

“Will you tell me who you think committed this heinous act?”

“I have absolutely no idea. Naturally, I suspect everyone. The scum bags who were murdered—I exclude my uncle, of course—probably deserved what they got. That doesn’t get me close to the actual murderers.”

Fulghum nodded. He squinted at Contini to indicate he was thinking about the matter. 

“In order to accept you as my client, I’ll need a liaison who can give me updated intelligence on a regular basis. That would include any information gained from your insiders within the police establishment. I won’t divulge this information, but it might help me.”

“Mr. Fulghum, my resources are extended beyond all belief. I’m under siege. I could be eliminated any day now. I’ll have Fulgio ‘the Meat-ax’ Feraldo serve as your liaison. Here is his business card.” 

Contini slid the man’s business card across the coffee table and took another sip of JD. He sat back and took a long drag on his cigarette. The two men looked at each other across the table for a long time while the smoke from their Marlboros curled up to the ceiling and mingled there.

Fulghum decided to break the silence. “Mr. Contini, why are you bringing this mob matter to me? I’m not a made man. I don’t have any special insights into the dynamics of any of the families at this stage.”

“Mr. Fulghum, I’m asking you to help me precisely because you have no inside knowledge. As I see it, I’m faced with an unsolvable crime that only the best can break. You are the best. Besides, I don’t want my fingerprints on an effort surrounding this case because then everyone will think I’m trying to cover up something I’ve done.”

“So, I’m being hired by you unofficially?”

“Who needs to know?”

“Let me get this straight. I’m going to waltz right into a shooting war and sort things out so everyone can go back to doing what they did before this nightmare began. Is that close?”

“I knew you were a smart man, Mr. Fulghum.”

“Given that I’ll be the target in this shooting gallery, you’re going to have to make the bonus fifteen million dollars for me to take the case.”

Without hesitation, Contini said, “Done! Will you pick up the retainer money, for Christ’s sake?”

Fulghum picked up the business card and the envelope. Contini breathed a sigh of relief as he took out another envelope from his inside suit coat pocket. “In this envelope are the details on the hits in Virginia Beach. Memorize what’s on the paper then burn it.”

Mr. Contini rose, buttoned his coat and stubbed his cigarette out in the ashtray. He finished the last of his JD then looked Fulghum directly in the eyes as he held out his hand. Fulghum shook it.

“Mr. Fulghum, it’s a pleasure to do business with you again. Tell your special lady I apologize for interrupting your fine night. Of course, I was never here, and we never did business of this kind together.”

“Mr. Contini, I understand perfectly. Should I report progress at your establishment or through Meat-ax?” He raised the made man’s card while asking this question.

“Communicate through Meat-ax exclusively. He won’t cause any problems I can’t take care of. For your own safety, stay clear of me until you’ve solved the case.”

They shook hands firmly again. Mr. Contini left the suite and went down the hallway with his bodyguards following. Fulghum closed, locked and latched the door. He went to the bathroom door and gave the secret knock he and Silvia had devised: two knocks-pause-two knocks-pause-one knock.

Silvia came out of the bathroom, brushing her hair. “I don’t suppose you can tell me what I missed?”

“It wouldn’t be safe for you to know. I can tell you I had three fingers of JD and two Marlboros. We have a choice of drinking and smoking or returning to bed and discovering where we left off earlier tonight. First, however, I’ve got to memorize some confidential information. Please pour two glasses of JD, each with two fingers. Once I’ve taken care of some odd details, we can go to bed.”

After Fulghum had memorized the information, he burned Contini’s document in the bathroom sink and flushed the ashes. His mind settled, he and Silvia picked up where they had left off in bed. When the alarm rang in the morning, they agreed that they had made the right choice. Both felt refreshed from their exertions. 
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