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Six stories below me, right on time, Federico Parizzi is making his way casually through the crowds that always choke the modern but narrow sidewalk in the late morning. 

The sight is a contrast in ages. The sidewalk is teeming with shoppers and business people as in any major city in late-morning. But this sidewalk is bordered on one side by ancient buildings, and on the other by a cobblestone street. The street itself is filled with exhaust fumes and cars and trucks, mostly edging along, mostly bumper to bumper. Occasionally a light tap on a horn, occasionally a quiet squeal from a lightly touched brake.

A million quiet bits of conversation filter up from the cars and from the people on the sidewalk. Now and then the undercurrent is punctuated from the street with a frustrated universal, “Hey!” or an Italian exclamation that I suspect is the equivalent of, “What the hell?”

The buildings are mostly stone, with a worn red brick one thrown in now and then. But brick or stone, they’re a block-long series of unbroken façades. Each is marked with a plate-glass window and a plate-glass door framed in chipped and peeling paint of one color or another, mostly faded blues and greens. 

And the people. Of the women, there are more housewives in dresses or skirts and blouses than professional women in smart slacks and jackets and carrying folders or briefcases. But there are far more men in suits and walking with purposeful strides than men in jeans and shirts. Of the latter, hands in their pockets, they’re milling about or accompanying their wives. 

Despite the early August heat, a light-cream colored overcoat is draped over Mr. Parizzi’s shoulders like a mantle of rank. That’s how much he likes to stand out. The overcoat practically glistens in the sun as it sways with his easy gait. And unlike the others in the crowd, he doesn’t stop or sidestep to avoid running into others. They’re only too eager to make the adjustment themselves, parting like water around a grand yacht out for a leisurely morning cruise. Their automatic deference makes him stand out even more.

Good. Makes my job easier. 

As do the four men who accompany him, two a short distance ahead and two behind. They keep any unwary citizens at a distance. They wear polished brown or black Italian leather shoes. They wear crisply pressed slacks and shirts and suitcoats, and each wears a fedora that matches his suit. They look like businessmen pretty much everywhere, except for the swagger. Well, and maybe the fedoras.

The bodyguards are easy enough to spot when you know what you’re looking for. But the citizens pretend not to notice them. Men like that take being noticed as an insult. Let your gaze linger for an instant longer than necessary, and quick as a rat you’ll be pressed back against the nearest wall, a forearm against your throat. The assailant won’t speak, but his eyes will say, Who’re you to tell me I ain’t doin’ my job, eh? 

The best reaction is one of immediate self-subordination, marked by a quick aversion of the eyes. Then, maybe, he’ll let you go with a quick shove and a muttered, “Go on, get outta here.”

React in any other way and he’ll press his forearm a little harder into your throat and hold it for a few seconds to be sure you got the message.

Or he’ll kill you outright with a crushed larynx and a quick elbow to the chin that slaps your head back against the wall. Before you drop to the sidewalk, he’ll be a few steps away. And nobody will have seen anything.

Just during this morning’s session, I witnessed one of the former—I call it trap and release—and one of the latter. The first was three blocks and maybe ten minutes earlier, not long after the man in the cream-colored overcoat and his entourage first came into view. The last was maybe two minutes ago, just past the corner of the block they’re on now. 

I just looked. The unfortunate man involved in the latter event is still slumped there in the corner formed by the stone wall and the sidewalk. It’s a typically busy morning. Probably a hundred citizens have passed within a few feet of him in both directions in that two or three minutes. And so far nobody’s paid him the slightest bit of attention. From what I saw during earlier surveillances, probably the meat wagon will pick him up within an hour of the big man in the cream overcoat entering his building a few blocks away.

Well, if he was going to enter his building. 

But he isn’t. Not today. Not ever again. 

This is my fourth and final day on the job. 
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Five days ago I was in my penthouse in Manhattan. I was naked in the hallway, a fresh towel in my hand. I was just about to go into the bathroom to get a shower when my VaporStream device emitted a quiet tone. 

I stopped, looked back into the living room where the device lay on the table next to my recliner. I was really looking forward to taking in a Broadway show tonight. Not that I’m big on the social scene, but I saw an announcement for Harold Pinter’s Betrayal and it struck a chord. Sometimes it’s as if the creator of a play spent some time living in your mind.

As I considered whether to even look at the message on the device, it emitted the soft tone again.

“All right,” I said as if it could hear me, and walked back into the living room. I live alone. I guess that’s why I sometimes talk to inanimate objects. 

I dropped the towel in my chair, plopped down on top of it and picked up the device.

The VaporStream looks a little likc a small cellphone. It has a small screen, maybe two-by-three inches, and two buttons. The small On button enables you to view the message, which presents in light-green text on a dark background, like computers before they came into their own. The Send button is a little larger. You press it within 5 minutes to acknowledge receipt, which also means you've accepted the assignment. The 5 minutes gives you plenty of time to read and re-read the message and commit it to memory. Once you press Send, the message disappears forever from everywhere. Like vapor. Hence VaporStream.

I pressed the On bottom.

As always, TJ’s instructions were brief. Eight short lines. 

On the first line, a name. On the second, the name of a city followed by a date (that’s a kill-by date). The third line held a route: Bank 47th at Viale Marcello to Home at 54th. Then the rest of the message: 


Easy-in, easy-out. Target walks 

same route 10:15 to 10:45. No 

variations in pace or in stops along 

the way. Recommend 2-day surveil.

Personal attention not required.



That last line— Personal attention not required. Good. So I don’t have to make a point of prolonging anything. I don’t even have to let the guy know he’s about to die. He never has to see my face.

I looked at the name again. Federico Parizzi. It meant nothing to me. Good again. I don’t take jobs on people I know even in passing. Too much room for screw-ups.

The city was a place I’ve never been, which adds a level of excitement, though I won’t see much more than the airport and the hotel. But that’s up to me too. I’ll be there a few days in advance, so maybe I’ll poke around a little if I notice something that seems worthwhile. But not much fits that bill for me.

I looked at the third line again. 

Parizzi comes out of a bank seven blocks east and walks home, both of which are on Viale Marcello. 

I skipped down to the body of the message again. No variations in route or pace, so he’s confident of his safety. So he probably has bodyguards. No variations in stops along the way. There it is.

I grinned. You say stops. I say opportunities.

Like the man said, easy-in, easy-out. Easy-peasy. Not that a difficult presentation would make a difference in the result.

I pressed the Send button, then laid the device on the table again. I phoned the airline and bought a round-trip ticket, with the return flight five days later. TJ recommended a two-day surveillance, but he won’t be there. I will.

I’d be on the red-eye flight going out. If I’m going to do something, I want to jump right in. 

My flights arranged, I went to take my shower. Afterward I’d have three hours to pack, get a cab to the airport, and catch my flight. Perfect.

I can attend Betrayal another time. Or not. 

I doubt the play can teach me anything I don’t already know about the topic anyway. 
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My hotel was only a few blocks from the target location, and it was nice enough, a place where a lot of well-heeled tourists stay. Most are like me, in their 30s, and generally of the beautiful-people set. If I looked around the restaurant and ignored the help, I might have still been in Manhattan. Or any other big city filled mostly with affluent young to middle-aged white people. If I included the help, I might have been in Lower Manhattan.

The following morning I dressed in well-worn Nikes, fashionably faded jeans, a nondescript t-shirt and a ball cap. Then I enjoyed a leisurely breakfast and fit right in with all the other tourists as I left the hotel. 

It’s hard to see how anyone gets around this city without walking. Every street was as packed with cars and trucks, as I later found Viale Marcello to be. 

Soon enough I found 47th street and followed it north to Viale Marcello, where it terminated. So the latter was a terminal street, a destination. The nearest cross traffic was two blocks east at 45th. It looked like a river crossing a stream, but the traffic there too was barely moving. 

I turned west and started along the route, following Viale Marcello toward 54th. Up ahead, 55th street crossed the avenue and continued north. 

I strolled casually, as any tourist might. The sidewalk was crowded, as it would be in any major city at mid-morning. The street was populated in the same way as the ones nearer the hotel, cars and trucks inching along, accompanied by exhaust fumes and the occasional light squeal of brakes. 

When I finally reached 54th Street I checked my watch and found I’d covered the route in 23 minutes. And that’s with me having to engage in the jostling dance with other citizens that occurs on any overcrowded sidewalk. So Mr. Parizzi must stroll more casually than I. Good.

At 54th Street I also found three large, obviously residential buildings. They were all red brick, two on my left and one across the street, and any of them might have been Mr. Parizzi’s home. Then again, it didn’t really matter which it was. He would finish the walk only a few more times.

With the route firmly in mind, I thought about taking the rest of the day off. Instead, I walked back the way I’d come, studying the buildings across the street. After all, the only way to look like a tourist is to be a tourist. 

Besides, I would need a nest. Well, first a surveillance point, and later a nest. Probably better to find those now even if I wouldn’t need them until tomorrow morning.

The façades were the same on the north side of the road as on this side, mostly mortared white stone. Where those abutted each other, they shared a common wall. Some red brick buildings were thrown in here and there. Occasionally a narrow alley separated a brick building from a stone building. Two men abreast or a narrow car—a smaller Citröen, perhaps, and surely one of those LeCar things—might get through without scraping the sides. 

Some of the buildings were three or four stories, but most were six. The whole thing looked a little like a child’s forgotten stack of building blocks, locked in time. Though occasionally a false front rose above the roof line. On some of those it looked as if the Tetris player had dropped a triangle on top of the blocks. 

When I got halfway along the route—so in the middle of the block between 50th Street and 51st—I stopped and checked my watch again. It was 9:45. The day was already growing warm. Maybe upper 80s to low 90s. And I’m sure the squealing, gridlocked traffic didn’t help. 

Still, any rooftop nest would be hotter. Hazards of the job. Then again, there would probably be a breeze up there. No breeze down on the street, but that’s a good thing, especially for a shooter using low-velocity ammunition.

I looked across the street again. Halfway would be the ideal place for a nest. I could work outward from there.

The building directly across from me was white stone, a six-story building. Good as any other as a place to start. I stepped off the modern, concrete curb, raised my left hand against the barely moving traffic, and crossed the cobblestone street accompanied by various Italian curses.

The door in the building was glass, framed in faded lime-green wood, and off-set in the right side of the wall. The paint was peeling badly in places, with shades of red and blue showing through here and there. 

The rest of the wall was taken up with a broad picture window. In the display, two sets of wooden shelves—they looked like poplar, maybe—formed a shallow V that pointed in toward the store. Most of the shelf space was covered with generously spaced men’s felt and straw hats of different varieties: wide- and narrow-brimmed fedoras, bowlers, and others. Only the bottom two shelves on the left side contained women’s hats. One was black wool or felt and the others were a finely woven cloth. 

I opened the door and stepped in, ready to be approached by a salesperson. 

But I was in a small entryway, still separate of the actual store. It wasn’t appreciably cooler. The smell was of fabric and dust.

To my left, another green wood-framed glass door led to the store itself. I glanced through. Apparently the store was only the one story. Upstairs, maybe apartments or maybe hat storage. No customers about yet, and it was mid-morning. For that matter, I didn’t see any employees either. So maybe not the most viable business. Maybe it was one old hat maker in a curtained-off room in the back.

In front of me was a set of stairs. To my right, only a couple of feet away, was the mortared, white-stone wall this building shared with the next. 

The only light was coming from behind me through the door to the street. The staircase climbed into relative darkness to a narrow landing, then turned back on itself. A narrow banister, polished by thousands of hands, ran the length of it.

I started up the stairs.

At the landing, an apparently burned-out bulb filled a white porcelain wall sconce. To the left of that was a fire extinguisher in a bracket. It was typically long, round and red, and the black hose leading from the chrome handle on the top was dry rotted. A hallway led off to the left, and there were two doors on either side. So maybe it was apartments, but I didn’t hear any signs of life. 

Still, if the building housed apartments, maybe there were also fire escapes on the back. I made a mental note. Any good nest needs at least two routes of egress.

I turned right and continued up the stairs, happy to note the light at the second landing was working. It was dim, but at least I could see the stairs. At the top was another fire extinguisher bracket, but no extinguisher. It was the same at the third, fourth and fifth landings, and a narrow hallway led away from each with two doors on either side. Still no sounds of life. A ghost building except for the probably failing hat shop on the first floor. 

There were no more stairs, but a narrow, ancient wooden ladder had been affixed to one wall. I climbed it, and at the top I pushed open a trapdoor. Dust sifted down on me, dancing and shining in the light that spilled through. 

I climbed through, then closed the trapdoor quietly behind me.

As I thought it might be, the roof was considerably warmer than the street despite a thick layer of some spongy white substance. Then again, there was a slight breeze. Somehow, pea gravel was scattered here and there too. Not enough that it had been put here intentionally. One of life’s little mysteries. 

There was no shade and no clouds in the sky that I could see.

A chipped and worn concrete parapet, maybe a little over a foot tall, went around the whole roof. It marked even where one building stopped and the next began. 

I moved to the back of the building and looked over the side. There were two fire escapes, black metal and probably rusted in place. Still, they were better than nothing. Maybe. In a pinch.

When I turned around again I realized my stone building was one of those with a red brick false front. It rose in a stepped triangle to maybe six feet in the center. There were three spaces where four bricks—two end to end, one above and one below—had been kept out to create a diamond pattern. The diamonds were maybe a foot wide and a half-foot tall. The diamonds at the sides of the pyramid were a few feet from the edge and maybe two feet up from the base. The one in the center was about four feet from the base.

To the east two more buildings were joined to this one—no false front on either of those—and then a short gap where a narrow alley went through. 

I moved closer to the leading edge of my building, centered myself behind the false front, and looked down at Viale Marcello through the center diamond. 
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