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“. . . OH, WHAT A STORY it is . . . Riveting . . . A terrific old school thriller.”

—Booklist “Starred Review”
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“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
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“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
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“(THE INNOCENT) IS A thriller that has depth and substance, wickedness and compassion.”

—The Times-Union (Albany)
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“THE ACTION NEVER WANES.” 

—Fort Lauderdale Sun-Sentinel
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“GRITTY, FAST-PACED, lyrical and haunting.” 

—Harlan Coben, New York Times bestselling author of Six Years
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“TOUGH, STYLISH, HEARTBREAKING.” 

—Don Winslow, New York Times bestselling author of Savages and Cartel.
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“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 
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“A CLASSIC SLICE OF raw pulp noir...”

—William Landay, New York Times bestselling author of Defending Jacob
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“ZANDRI (IS) A VETERAN wordsmith who executes quality and quantity at superlative levels.”

—Book Reporter

Vincent Zandri’s 

American Crime Story

The Complete Saga

“You need to stop focusing on the darkness behind you. The past is the past. Nothing can change what we’ve done.” – Walter White, Breaking Bad
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Albany NY

Late Summer

What’s wrong with this picture? 

I’m standing at the checkout counter at the local Lowe’s. You know, Let’s build something, together. That Lowe’s. I’ve got one of those extra big blue plastic shopping carts filled with the items from a list I made back home. The first item is a doozy. A big, fifty-gallon plastic drum. It’s supposed to be impervious to hydrochloric acid. Which brings me to the second item. 

Hydrochloric acid. 

Stuff’s expensive. The blue drum comes in handy for storing the one-gallon jugs that go for twenty a pop. But don’t I need like ten of them? For now, I’ve got them neatly stacked inside the drum and pray that it will be enough to do the job. 

Next item. Hydrated lime. I’m not sure I’m gonna need the lime, but since I’m already here, I might as well grab precisely what I need and what I might precisely need. This is not a casual shopping experience I’d like to repeat anytime soon. 

Next item. Garbage bags. Not the namby pamby scented kitchen bags the wife buys for kitchen trash can. They are instead, the heavy duty, green construction debris bags that aren’t gonna bust open when I fill them up (I’m hoping they are also impervious to hydrochloric acid. But I could be wrong about that). 

Next, three pair of black rubber gloves. Like the kind you might see Dr. Frankenstein wear inside his lab when piecing together a monster out of spare body parts he dug up from some cemetery late at night. Stuffed beside those, two gas masks. Hydrochloric acid fumes are deadly, or so I’m told. Those are gonna run me a pretty penny too, but God willing, I still have some credit left on my credit card. 

I’ve also included a black, heavy duty apron that’s made of the same material as the black gloves. Along the same lines, I’m investing in a black latex cap. My salt and pepper hair is receding faster than my beer gut is expanding, but I want to preserve what I have left. 

Last item, some Lysol disinfectant spray. I can only assume the odor is gonna be horrific. 

Since this particular Lowe’s isn’t exactly up on the self-checkout lanes yet, I intentionally choose a lane that’s manned by a tall, impossibly skinny kid who looks stoned to the beJesus belt. His brown droopy eyes give him away. So does the skunk smell. He’s higher than a kite, like my mother used to say. He rings all my stuff up using a scanner device that looks like a plastic pistol.  

“Dude,” he says after the last item is scanned, “what are you gonna do with this shit? Start a meth lab?” 

I stare into his droopy, bloodshot eyes. 

“No,” I say. “Actually, I’m gonna dispose of the bodies of the two gangsters my wife accidentally ran over and shot at pointblank range this morning after getting her fingernails and toenails done at the Chinese salon. That answer your question?” 

Okay, in truth, that’s what I wanna tell the kid, but for obvious reasons, I can’t. So, I just tell him I’m about to clean out my mother in law’s basement now that she’s gone and died on us.

“You should see the place,” I add. “Stacked to the rafters with all sorts of useless junk she’s been collecting for seventy years. Dead rats and other critters inside there too.” 

“Yuck,” the kid says while he starts scanning all the stuff I placed on the conveyor belt. “Why don’t you just set the joint on fire?”

“Good one,” I say with a wink. 

He tells me to slip my credit card, chip first, into the slot on the little chip reading machine. I pull out one of two credit cards from my old-as-the-hills wallet, and feel my pulse spike. I’m not sure how much credit I have left. But here goes nothing. I slip it into the machine, punch in my four-digit PIN, and wait. No, that’s not right. I slip it into the machine and pray. The kid hits a button on his computerized register and waits with his bored face on. When his eyes suddenly light up, I know that the worst has happened. 

“Declined, dude,” he says. 

I swallow something dry and bitter. 

“Try it again,” I say.

“You asking or telling,” he says.

Now along with my pulse spiking, so is my temper. 

“Pretty please,” I say through gritted teeth. 

“Okay,” he says, like I’ve insulted his manhood. “Don’t get your panties twisted in a knot.” 

Oh my God, I wanna haul off and belt the kid. But if I do that, I’ll be arrested for hitting a snowflake. He tells me to pull the card out of the chip reader and re-insert it, which is precisely what I do. Then we go through the whole credit card song and dance again. I also say a silent prayer again. 

He shakes his head. 

“Card doesn’t work, dude,” he insists. 

By now a couple of customers have cued up behind me and I can tell they’re growing impatient. The old man directly behind me keeps clearing his throat like it really needs clearing, and the middle-aged woman behind him keeps staring at her wristwatch. I dig into my wallet and find the second card. Pulling out the declined one, I slip the second card into the reader. 

“Try this one,” I say, “dude...”

“Hope it works,” the kid says. “Or they’re gonna make me put all that crap in your cart back on the shelves and that job is for the short bus kids.” 

Old man behind me clears his throat yet again. Middle-aged woman glances at her wristwatch again, rolls her eyes around in her sockets. 

“Sorry,” I offer, an anxious grin painted on my face. “The wife is always forgetting to balance the checkbook.” 

I slide the card into the slot, punch in the PIN when the machine tells me to. More praying. The kid is bobbing his head, waiting for the card to be declined. But when the machine says “Approved” I do more than breathe a sigh of relief. I feel profound elation. Pulling the card from the slot, I shove it back in my wallet, shove the wallet in my pocket. The card worked this time, but my guess is both my accounts are now solidly in the red. 

The kid rings me up without saying much of anything. But I’ve been around and I know what he’s thinking. Just who the hell has this old dude murdered? 

But allow me to back up a bit. I am not a killer. Let me repeat. I am not a gosh darned killer, if you’ll excuse my French. In fact, if I have to describe myself, I’ll tell you I’m a middle-aged man who’s made a decent enough living as a postal worker. The work is boring and back-breaking as hell, but if there’s one thing you can count on when working for the federal government, it’s job security. It has allowed my wife of thirty-five years, Joanne, to stay at home and raise our only child. I guess, you could not have asked for a better situation. 

But here’s the thing about job security. You don’t get much in the way of raises at any point in your thirty-five-year career. You always stay at pretty much the same salary you start with. Oh sure, they adjust it for inflation now and again. At least, that’s what they tell you. But what they don’t figure in is the fact that the dollar doesn’t buy nearly what it did back in 1983 when I first started out. 

But what’s worse is I hate my work. There, I said it. Every day I leave the old house on Hope Street, I get this sinking feeling in my gut, because I know if I were the type who is capable of violence, I might enter into the postal processing center and just shoot the place up. But luckily, until very recently, I haven’t owned my own gun. I might have been afraid of using it.

In any case, you work the job always thinking that one day things will get better. Maybe the feds will promote you to a much higher position, like Junior Postal Inspector and you’ll get this big fat raise. You might even like the job a hell of a lot better. But then you hit forty and nothing happens. Then comes forty-five and still nothing happens. Then comes fifty and fifty- five and suddenly you’re staring down the double barrels of sixty and you start counting the days until forced retirement.  

Your heart drops into your stomach and you immediately check your bank balances and see that they’re in the red. You haven’t saved a dime, but hey, you’re gonna get a sweet pension, right? Here’s the truth about pensions: the postal service pension lost most of its value during the 2008 housing market bubble bust, and whatever value was left tanked during the 2020 Corona Virus Pandemic, and now the monthly stipend would barely pay the mortgage payment. That means once I do retire, I need to find work.  

...Welcome to Walmart...

But at least I have enjoyed true job security for all these years. At least Joanne was able to stay home and raise our son, Bradley Junior. At least Joanne and I have enjoyed a happy life of work, TV, bed. Or is it possible, I just keep telling myself that?  

Speaking of Joanne. She’s been getting on in years, which translates into she’s not the same lady I fell head over heels with back in the early 80s. She’s still got her good looks, her long dark hair (it’s dyed now), her slender build and her pretty brown eyes. But like any vehicle that’s well past the fifty-thousand-mile marker, some components have been going on her. 

You know, little things, like her eyesight, her joints, her ability to remember things. It’s not that each one of these things taken by themselves is a big deal. But add them up, and you’re looking at one hell of a repair job. Heck, you might even start thinking about trading in the old model for something new. 

But not me. I could never trade in Joanne. It’s just that her mistakes are starting to get costly. Take her driving for instance. Between her scattered brain and her near-sightedness, she’s become a real liability on the road. I guess you can say it’s her driving that led me here to the Lowe’s buying up all the stuff you need to make two grown men disappear. 

So what happened exactly? Well, according to Joanne...and I have no reason not to believe her...it was an accident. A great big misunderstanding. First off, Joanne drives slow. Like real slow. She’s blind as a bat, so she compensates by driving like octogenarians have sex. Whereas most people do forty in a thirty, or seventy in a fifty-five, Joanne will do twenty and forty, respectively. See what I’m getting at here? 

I wouldn’t be concerned at all about it, but she tends to attract tailgaters. And that’s precisely what happened this morning when she was coming back from the Chinese nail salon. Some jerk in a hopped up 1990s era Chevy four-door hotrod comes up on her Honda hatchback so fast she thought he was going to ram her. She eyed the car in the rearview mirror. There were two men seated in front. Both of them had shaved heads and were covered in tattoos. That’s how close they were (remember, she doesn’t have the best eyesight unless she’s wearing her readers, which she no doubt was). She thought her eardrums would burst between the roar of the hotrod engine and its stereo speakers that blared the ugliest rap music you ever heard. Not that there’s any pretty rap music. She couldn’t hear herself think, much less drive. 

So, what does my wife do? The sensible thing. 

She flips on her directional and pulls off the road onto the soft shoulder. She does this not in the suburbs but on a stretch of road that’s adjacent to the Little’s Lake State Park not far from our house. Lots of trees and brush line both sides of the road in that three mile stretch so unless another car is coming, it’s pretty damned isolated. As she pulls off, she totally expects the two nincompoops on her tail to pull out ahead of her and speed off towards the inner-city concrete jungle, where they no doubt come from. But instead, they pull off the road behind her, just like a cop would do. 

Joanne eyes the driver as he gets out and approaches her. He’s wearing baggy jeans and boots. He’s also wearing a wife beater and a chain necklace. He’s got a swastika tattooed to his forehead. In his hand, he’s holding a semi-automatic pistol. Now at this point, my wife knows she should be taking off. She should be putting pedal to the metal as they say on the Starsky and Hutch reruns, and hauling her butt out of there. 

But she’s so scared she can’t move. She can’t breathe. She’s got both hands gripping the wheel and her entire body is trembling. Then, she feels something that almost makes her pass out. A gun barrel pressed up against her skull. 

“What is your problem, perra?” the young man says. 

His voice carries a heavy Mexican accent. She knows by now he’s a gangster. Of that, she has no doubt. Maybe even MS-13. Joanne’s no dummy. She volunteers at the library, which means she’s always reading up about stuff like that. She’s also addicted to the crime shows on Netflix and HBO. And she knows the inner city is infiltrated with the ruthless, drug dealing, cartel financed gangs these days. She’s aware of this too: they are merciless killers. 

“I tried to let you get around me,” Joanne says her voice high-pitched and cracking, or so she told me. “I pulled off the road to let you pass. I don’t want any trouble.” 

“Too late for that, perra,” Gangster says. “You upset my day. You upset my brother’s day. Now, you have to pay for that.” 

“Please,” she says. “Just let me go and we can all forget this ever happened.”

She hears and feels something that sends shockwaves down her spine. Gangster has pulled the hammer back on his gun. She can’t exactly see it, but she knows gosh darned well his finger is on the trigger. 

“I don’t see nobody around here,” he points out. “It’s nice and quiet, yes? You are not bad looking for an old lady. Those eyeglasses are a real turn on. Make me hard as a rock. How about you pleasure me and my brother?” 

“Please,” she says. “I just want to go.” 

“Not without giving me and my brother what we deserve. Two cocks for the price of one, perra. Think you can handle it? You know, like Pornhub.” 

Gangster does something then that will change his and Joanne’s life forever. He pulls the gun away from her head and goes around the back of the Honda so that he’s looking his brother in the eyes through the hotrod’s front windshield. He’s trying to get his brother to get out of the car and join him in what will surely be a two-man romp with my sweet wife. 

The rap music is still thumping loudly, but so is Joanne’s heart. She knows she’s got to do something. Do it now while she has the chance. Her right hand shaking wildly, she throws the transmission into drive. Or, at least, she thinks she throws the transmission into drive. But she’s not as sharp as she used to be and she’s under unbelievable duress. So rather than throw the transmission into drive and speed away, she puts it in reverse and pounds her foot on the gas. 

What happens next, happens fast. 

She backs into Gangster. Rather, backs into him is putting it lightly. She cuts both his legs off at the knees and, at the same time, makes the front of Gangster’s hotrod look like an accordion. He’s on the ground screaming, his pistol having flown out of his hand onto the soft shoulder. Realizing what she just did, Joanne gets so nervous she puts the transmission back into drive and pumps the gas again. But the gangster’s arm is caught in the damaged hatchback, and she just about tears it off. She’s so panicked, she reverses again, runs him over in the process, but then pulls ahead again, running the poor bastard over a second time. Or is it a third? She lost count.  

That’s when she stops the car, places it in park, and gets out. Her heart is pounding not in her chest but in her throat. Gangster’s brother is staring at her wide-eyed from the hotrod’s passenger seat. His brown face is covered in blood from a deep gash he managed to get on his forehead when the windshield face-planted him. But that doesn’t stop him from pulling out his gun, taking careful aim. 

So what does Joanne do? She goes with her gut. She bends over, grabs Badly Wounded Gangster’s pistol, and aims it right back at Wounded Gangster’s brother. You would expect him to shoot first and accurately, but he’s got so much blood flowing into his eyes he can’t see the gun in front of his face, much less try to hit Joanne with a bullet. He fires anyway and misses. But the shock of hearing the round explode and sensing it whiz past her ear like an angry wasp causes her to pull the trigger on her gun. 

My wife’s eyesight might be going on her, but doesn’t she make Badly Wounded Gangster’s brother’s head look like the second coming of JFK in Dallas. I mean, it just explodes in a haze of blood, brains, and bone matter. Or so she nervously explained it.  

The gun still in hand, she then makes a check on the wounded gangster. His two stumps are bleeding out, and his left arm is hanging on by a couple of veins and tendons. His face is so messed up, his nose is now located down on his left cheek, and his right eyeball is completely gone, only a gaping bloody socket remaining. 

Still, Badly Wounded Gangster is somehow still alive, still kicking, if you’ll excuse the expression. 

“Fucking, perra,” he whispers, his mouth full of blood. “I don’t care if my legs are cut off. I still have a cock, and I will rape you good with it. Then I will kill you and rape you again.” 

Get this: Joanne goes from scared out of her wits to entirely pissed off. 

“Now that’s not a nice thing to say to a lady,” she scolds, while pointing the pistol at him.  

And then she blows his brains all over the gravel. 

All of which leaves us in a slightly precarious situation. It’s all she can do to stop her fingers from trembling long enough to speed-dial me. When I answer, she’s hysterical. I have no recourse but to keep telling her to calm down. 

“I’ve done something really, really bad, Bradley,” she repeats over and over. “Really, really, really, really bad.”

Again, I tell her to calm down, that whatever it is it can’t be that bad. We’ll work together to fix it. Then she tells me what she’s done. 

“Holy Jesus, Mary, and Joseph!” I shout. 

Grabbing the keys to my minivan, I tell her to wait for me. I’ll be there in less than two minutes.

When I get there, I can see she’s somehow managed to drag both their bodies (and the body parts) into the brush. The entire time, she’s been praying that a police officer doesn’t suddenly come by. She knows what she did was self-defense, but the whole place looks like an outdoor slaughterhouse. How is she going to explain that to the police? There’s another reason she doesn’t want the police to know what she’s done. 

“I checked the trunk of the hotrod,” she says. 

“You checked the trunk?” I say. 

“I couldn’t help myself,” she says. “Come look.” 

She brings me around to the hotrod trunk, slips Badly-Wounded-Now-Dead Gangster’s key into the lock, and opens it. What I witness nearly causes me to pass out. Half the space is occupied with clear plastic freezer bags filled with white powder. The other half is filled with stacks of greenbacks, all of them bearing the likeness of Benjamin Franklin. 

Joanne turns to me. 

“Bradley, we’re rich,” she says. 

“We have to go to the police, Joanne,” I insist. 

“Listen, Brad,” she says, “an opportunity like this doesn’t come around twice in a lifetime. Maybe God wanted this for us. Maybe it’s no accident the gangster tailgated me. Maybe it’s no accident I ran him over or that I shot his brother. Maybe that’s the way God planned it for us.” 

I try to swallow, but my mouth is too dry. “We’ve got to get the heck out of here before someone spots us, Jo.” 

She gives me this look that after close to thirty-five years of marriage, I know all too well. It’s a combination tight as a tick and deranged. It also means she’s going to get her way no matter what. 

“Bradley,” she says, “with this money we can live comfortably for the rest of our lives. We can finally pay off Bradley Junior’s student loans, take care of my poor old mother in style, and move the heck out of Albany once and for all.” 

“Okay,” I say, “so we take the money, leave the drugs.” 

“We take the drugs too.” 

“Joanne—”

“We take the drugs, and we get filthy rich,” she says. “We deserve it.” 

Like I said, Joanne might be losing a few steps these days, but one thing she hasn’t lost is her stubborn streak. 

“Has anybody seen you, Jo?” I ask, as I head into the brush. It’s a quiet as heck wooded road, but it’s not desolate by any means. “Did anyone get a look at you?” 

She tells me that a couple of cars have gone by, and even a guy on a motorcycle, but all they did was slow down in order to rubberneck the scene for a few seconds. To them, it must have looked like a bad accident and nothing more. Unless of course, they could somehow make out the blood spatter on the passenger side window and the smears of blood on the gravel. In any case, it’s possible, one of them has already called the police. 

I tell her we don’t have time to worry about any of that. What we have to do is load the bodies, the drugs, and the cash into the back of my gray minivan and get them back to the house. Then we figure out a plan for storing the goods while disposing the bodies. 

“What about their car?” she says, as she picks up one of gangster’s legs from out of the brush and carries it to the van. “We can’t just leave the car with all that blood in it.”

“What the heck choice do we have, Joanne?” I say, taking hold of his one good arm and dragging him out of the brush. “The cops will eventually find it and they’ll figure out who it belonged to when they run the VIN number. When they make the gangster connection, they’ll just chalk it up to a little gangland warfare, then impound the car and forget about it forever and ever.”

“You really believe that, Bradley?” she says.  

“We don’t have a choice unless one of us can drive two cars at one time.”

We manage to get both bodies and all their parts into the van without anyone catching sight of us. Same goes for the money and the drugs. By the time we’re done, we’ve both worked up a sweat. 

Joanne then grabs the gun she used to shoot Wounded Gangster’s Brother, and gets back in her Honda. I get back behind the wheel of the minivan. But that’s when something dawns on me. Getting back out, I make my way once more to Gangster’s hotrod, open the driver’s side door. Pulling my hanky from my back pocket, I wrap it around my right hand. I reach for the glove box and open it. 

Inside it is a semi-automatic. A .45 caliber. A big gun. Carrying it with me back to the van, I slip back behind the wheel and set the gun onto the passenger seat. That’s when I throw the still idling van in gear and pull back out onto the road. Joanne follows close behind me in the damaged Honda. For a change, she decides to drive the speed limit. 
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Minutes later, I’m well within range of our Hope Street ranch home. Hope Street is a nice, quiet neighborhood built just after World War Two. It’s nestled in sleepy north Albany, not far from where all the rich people live near the country club golf course. This is the first and last house we’ve ever owned. We might have paid it off long ago if I didn’t have to remortgage it on three separate occasions. 

Not that we’re poor or anything like that. I guess if we had to, we could always sell the house, the minivan, and what’s left of Joanne’s Honda. Like I said, the postal service job keeps our heads slightly above water. But in terms of actual money, we are indeed cash poor. We’ll collect social security in a few years, so maybe, just maybe, between that and the promised postal pension, we’ll be able to afford all our bills. At least, that was the plan. Until today.  

Don’t get me wrong. We’re not failures, Joanne and me. We did a pretty good job raising our son, and in return, he faired a lot better than us which, in the end, is all you can ask, even if we don’t have much of a pot to piss in. 

You should meet my boy, Bradley Junior. We still call him Junior even if he is an Emergency Room Resident at the Albany Medical Center. He got his medical doctorate about five years ago now, but here’s the problem: he’s pretty well strapped with student loans. He’s not interested in marriage quite yet. “Can’t afford it, Dad,” he says. But he’s a tall, fit, handsome young man and his mother and I keep praying he finds a nice young lady to settle down with. 

Joanne’s mother, Esther, is still hanging in there. She lives in a nursing home called the Anne Lee Home for the Aged and Infirmed. Medicare helps pay for some of her needs, but if we don’t chip in a grand every month, mom will have to move into a social services facility. That’s something Joanne can’t bear to fathom. We cut the check and be done with it (and you wonder why my two accounts are always in the red?). It’s too bad Esther has never really taking a liking to me, what with my dedication to a profession that isn’t exactly as glamorous or lucrative as a divorce lawyer or a stockbroker. But I’ve learned to bite my tongue over the course of my marriage to her daughter.  

So, there’s the family tree in a nutshell. Any questions?  

I know what you’re thinking. How is it possible parents like Joanne and me...two middle-aged folks whose idea of adventure is visiting Disney once every couple of years...manage to get ourselves into a predicament like this? We have two dead bodies stored in the back of my minivan, one of them all torn apart and the other missing half his head. We’ve also got their cash and their drugs. 

How is it that I’ve got a gun sitting on the passenger seat of the van, and that we’re trying to get home as fast as possible (while obeying the speed limit) before Albany’s finest come calling? How did we come to a place in our lives where we could easily become the target of a murderous Mexican drug cartel gang should they find out we not only killed two of their members, but that we slaughtered them? 

Finally, we’re home. 

I pull into the driveway and hit the button on the old Genie garage door opener clipped to the visor. Pulling into the garage, I wait for Joanne to park her Honda in the empty spot beside me, before once more punching the button to close the overhead door. It’s important to make her damaged car invisible. She gets out, lets herself into the house through the door that leads from the garage into the family room. Meanwhile, I go around the back of the van, open the hatchback and just stare at the mess inside it. 

On one hand, the dead bodies and their body parts are making me feel sick to my stomach. It’s all I can do not to lose my lunch right there and then. On the other hand, I’m positively over the moon at the sight of all that cash. There’s got to be two-hundred-grand there if not more. 

The back door of the family room opens again. Joanne steps down into the garage, makes her way around the van and stands beside me. Together we gaze upon the dead and the loot, not like we’re two somewhat out of shape, middle-age, lower middle-class suburbanites, but instead the victors of a long, drawn-out battle.  

“There, Bradley, is our future,” Joanne says after a time.

“What if they come after us, Jo?” I say. “What if right this very minute, a dozen gangsters are headed for our house?” 

She turns to me, gives me one of her tight-lipped looks like I’ve suddenly sprouted a second head. 

“I was there when these two jerks died,” she says. “They were the only witnesses and now they’re dead.” 

I inhale and exhale a deep breath. 

“Let’s hope you’re right,” I say. “But what about the rubberneckers that went by? What about the one on the motorcycle? Maybe they saw something they shouldn’t have.” 

“And yet here we are,” Joanne says. “No police have come after us. No gangsters, as you like to call them. So, what now?”  

“Call the cops anyway,” I say.  

But my suggestion is half serious, half joke, and she knows it. We’re already in this thing too far just by carting the bodies and the goods to the house. 

“We need to get rid of the bodies, Bradley,” Joanne says, crossing her arms over her chest. “That’s the part that comes next. We can’t just bury them in the backyard. We need to dispose of them in such a way that they disappear. Poof.” When she says poof, she raises her hands while opening all her fingers like she’s a magician.  

“Disappear?” I repeat. “So now we’re not only killers and drug smugglers, we’re David Copperfield too.” 

Carefully, I dig out their wallets, gaze at both their driver’s licenses. 

“Perez,” I say. “They are Hector and Julio Perez. Both in their early twenties. They’re brothers.” 

“Told you they were brothers.”

I slip their wallets back in their pockets without getting any more blood on my hands. “So what the hell do we do with them?”

“I’m thinking about a show I binged on Netflix a few years ago. It was about a humble every day, kind of boring guy like you who gets into the meth business along with a young man. One day they find themselves in the precarious position of having to dispose of a dead bad guy the young man shot inside his own home.” 

“How do they do it?” I ask, not sure I want to know the answer. 

“They place the body in the upstairs bathtub and fill it not with water, but hydrochloric acid.” 

I was right the first time. I most definitely did not want to hear this answer. 

Giving her a long, hard look. “Now where the hell am I supposed to get hydrochloric acid, Joanne?”  

Her eyes go wide. They are still pretty, big brown eyes. Eyes that, once upon a time, used to make me melt at her feet. But right now, I’m not feeling in the mood. Not with two dead gangsters lying in several parts, only inches away from us.

“The Lowe’s, of course,” she says, like I’m asking her where I can find some potting soil. “You of all people should know that, being the son of a brick layer.”

“The Lowe’s,” I repeat, not hiding the dread in my voice. “Could be expensive. Maybe I should take some of the cash.” 

She shakes her head vehemently, runs her hand through her long hair. 

“Oh no we don’t,” she says. “We don’t spend a dime of it until we find out if it’s traceable or not.”

“Traceable,” I say, scratching my belly. 

“What the Christ, Bradley,” she says, annoyed. “Don’t you ever pay attention to the shows we watch on Netflix?”

“Usually I just fall asleep,” I say.  

“Well, when people just come upon a whole bunch of stolen money, they don’t go off half-cocked on a spending spree.” 

“It’s already stolen money,” I say. “How is anyone gonna know where it came from?” 

“For all we know it’s counterfeit,” she says with wide, excited eyes, like she’s living through her own television drama. “Or, it could have invisible traceable markings on it. If these guys I killed are really Mexican drug cartel guys, then we’re not going to be dealing only with local police. We’ll also be dealing with the FBI.” 

“Oh, gee,” I say. “Now I feel a hell of a lot better. So what’s your plan when it comes to the money, Joanne?”

She’s gone from tight lipped to sporting this sly grin. It’s like she’s truly enjoying this. It’s amazing really, because what had been my mild mannered, slowly losing her faculties wife, has now become a woman I don’t recognize. She’s suddenly full of energy and enthusiasm, like over the course of the past hour, she’s shed ten years. 

She makes a fist and gives my arm a love tap. 

“We launder it somehow, buster,” she says with a smile. 

“How?” 

“I’ll figure that out while you go to the Lowe’s and pray our credit cards have a little green space left on them.”

I gaze once more at the pile of money. 

“We’re rich and yet still poor as all fuck.” 

Her smile fades.

“Must you be so crude, Bradley?” she says. “Now help me get these bodies into the bathtub.” 

It takes us several trips to get the bodies, and the body parts, into the house and into the bathtub. We have two baths but only one of them has a full-sized tub and that’s the bathroom off the front vestibule. The bathroom Brad Junior used almost exclusively when he was growing up. We’re careful about carrying the bodies and not getting a whole bunch of blood all over the place. That means wrapping both bodies up in some old bedsheets. 

When we’re done, we empty the back of the van of the money and the drugs, storing the stuff down in the basement inside the laundry room, behind and to the side of the old GE washer/drier setup. We make sure to conceal the contraband with yet another bedsheet. We then trudge back upstairs and, grabbing the Spic and Span from under the sink along with a bucket and some sponges, go into the garage and start on scrubbing the blood from the back of the minivan.

It takes a little more than thirty or so minutes to clean the floor. The problem with blood is it smears. Even if the metal surface looks clean, it’s hard to know if you’ve truly made it free of blood. Joanne is quick to tell me that all a cop has to do is apply UV black light to the surface and a whole bunch of blood will show up. 

“Let’s just hope that event never happens,” she adds. 

I close the minivan hatchback while she carries the pale of blood-soaked sponges back inside. 

“I’ll be back with all the stuff we need,” I say.

“You have the list I gave you?” she asks. 

I check my pants pocket, pull out the list, then stuff it back inside. 

“All set,” I say. 

“Don’t speed,” she says. “We don’t need any reason for the police to be snooping around the back of the van, especially when you’re on your way home with all that stuff.” 

“I’ll try to keep it under the speed limit.”

“But not too far under,” she stresses, not without a grin. “Take it from me.” 

Now I can’t help but smile, even though there isn’t a hell of a lot to be happy about. Well, maybe the cash is making me a little happy. But what’s to be happy about when we can’t even spend it yet? 

I get behind the wheel of the mini-van and hit the button on the remote that opens the garage door. It opens with a loud rumble. Backing out of the drive, I pull out onto Hope Street and throw the minivan in drive. I glance towards the top of the drive and spot Joanne, waving at me from the open garage. Naturally, I wave back, toe-tap the gas and begin my short journey to purchase a whole bunch of stuff that will make the bodies of two human beings disappear into thin air. Just like they do on TV.  
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Which brings me to the here and now, once more sitting behind the wheel of the old gray minivan in the massive Lowe’s parking lot. I’ve got a whole bunch of materials I need for dissolving human flesh and bone stored in the back. The kid who checked me out was suspicious of me. Didn’t matter how stoned he was, he was smart enough to know that you just don’t buy a whole bunch of hydrochloric acid and a fifty-gallon tub to clean the wife’s jewelry or, for that matter, grandma’s messy basement. You buy it because you need to get rid of some serious evidence. Bodies of evidence. 

I turn the engine over, put the minivan in reverse, and back out of my spot. I then put it in drive, and head for the main road. Keeping both hands on the wheel, I’m careful not to speed. Like Joanne said, I don’t want to go too slow either. That will attract a cop’s attention as much as speeding would. 

Under normal circumstances, I don’t really pay attention to the speed limit all that much. I just use common sense and wing it. Besides, it’s not like a twenty-plus year old minivan with two-hundred-thousand miles on it and rusted fenders is anything like driving a gangster’s hotrod. If I get the speedometer up to sixty-five on the highway, the entire thing begins to shake, rattle, and roll. By all rights, I should have bought a new vehicle years ago. But who can afford a car payment when you’re paying on a mortgage, on the overdue credit cards, on the mother-in-law’s nursing home, and who the hell else knows where the money goes? All I know is that it goes and goes as fast as it comes in. 

My pulse elevates as I enter the tree-lined suburb. The police are always patrolling these sleepy roads because there’s always some kid racing his brand-new Jeep or motorcycle on them. I feel a layer of sweat coat my forehead and underarms. Why the hell am I so nervous?

“Just act naturally, Brad,” I whisper to myself, as if hearing my own voice will somehow put me at ease. 

I’ve got one eye on the road and the other in the rearview. Both my hands are gripping the wheel. I can’t get home fast enough. But then, I can’t do more than thirty-five since this is a thirty MPH zone. When I see the Albany blue and white pull out behind me, I feel my insides drop down to my ankles. Where the hell did he come from? 

I’m not doing anything wrong, so why should I be nervous? But the cop pulls up closer anyway, his front grill hugging my back bumper like two polar opposite magnets. Heart shoots up into my throat. 

“Don’t do it,” I whisper through a dry mouth, one eye on the road, the other on the rearview. “Don’t you turn those lights on.” 

When the cop cruiser’s rooftop lights flash and its siren blares, my heart jumps up into my throat. Mouth goes dry and stomach cramps. 

“Oh, what the Christ,” I whisper. 

“PULL OVER!” demands a deep manly voice over the cruiser PA. 

No choice. I hit my directional, tap the brakes and pull onto the soft shoulder. Roll down the window and wait. The cop pulls up right on my tail. His big cruiser is idling and the bright red and white flashers are still going. Watching his reflection in the rearview mirror, I see him get out and approach me. 

He’s a big white guy. Way bigger than me. His blue uniform fits him snuggly, like he had it specially tailored to fit his bulging biceps and thighs. I should hit up the gym more, but I can’t really afford the membership. He positions himself not directly before the open window, just in case I’m a crazy man who’s holding a loaded gun. Instead he stands a little bit behind me, so that I have to cock my head over my shoulder to get a good look at him. 

I paint a friendly grin on my face, even though it’s the last thing I feel like doing.

“Know why I stopped you?” he asks, freshly shaved, round face deadpan, almost like he’s not real human flesh. Like he’s a cyborg. 

I try to swallow, but my mouth’s too dry. 

“I must have been speeding, Officer,” I say. 

I can’t help but notice the name embossed on the little black rectangular plaque pinned to his chest directly above his badge. Danish. If I was a lot younger and a bit more of a wise ass, I might make a small quip about cops and donuts and raspberry danish. But right now, I’m scared to death and shaking in my loafers. 

“Nope,” he says. 

I swallow again. 

“Okay, I give up. Why did you stop me?”

I see the face of the stoned kid who checked me out at the Lowe’s. Did he call the cops on me? Was he really that suspicious after all? 

“Brake light is out,” Cop Danish points out.  

My lungs deflate. Damn brake light. 

“Which one, Officer?” I ask. 

“Passenger side,” he says. Then. “Now, license and registration please.” 

“Of course,” I say. 

Releasing my hand hold on the steering wheel, I lean over the center console and open the glove box. It’s a shit house. Stuff immediately begins to drop onto the floor. A single winter weather glove. A smashed box of Kleenex. A tattered driver’s manual from two decades ago. 

I offer the officer a quick glance and another grin. 

“Glove box could use a good cleaning,” I say.

“Take your time,” he says, both his hands on his hips. 

That’s when I reach inside for the little plastic pouch I store my registration and insurance certificate in. That’s also when I feel the pistol barrel. Now my stomach doesn’t cramp. I feel it splitting in two. Cold adrenaline mainlines up my spine. Head is buzzing, temples pounding. Can Officer Danish see the gun? Because if he can, I’m done. I don’t have a license for it. I can bet the gangster who owned it didn’t have a license either. The cop will order me out of the car at gunpoint and I will be arrested on the spot. Since the piece isn’t registered to me, he’ll demand to know where I got it, and why I have it. 

When the hell did I put it in the glovebox? That’s when it occurs to me that I must have slipped it in there after I took off from the scene of Joanne’s accident with the gangbangers. Joanne took care of the other gun. In any case, in all the confusion and panic, I must have totally forgotten about the guns. Happens at my age. It’s to be expected. But why now? I keep feeling for the plastic pouch, praying to God the gun doesn’t fall out. I feel pouch with the tips of my fingers, gently slide it out, and quickly slam the glovebox shut. Only then do I feel a profound sense of relief. 

Opening the pouch, I find my registration and insurance certificate and hand them both to the officer. I then dig my hand into my back pocket, produce my wallet, and slide out my driver’s license which I also hand to him. He gives each document a quick glance. 

“Stay put,” he says. 

“Sure thing, Officer,” I say. 

He backs away from the van, heads back to his cruiser, slips behind the wheel leaving the driver’s side door open. A car goes by, the driver slowing down and rubbernecking me. I recognize the man driving. He’s one of my neighbors and a sort of buddy. Guy by the name of Sean MacDonald. He’s a casket salesman. He’s one of those guys that has a fully stocked bar in his basement and naturally, he’s always drunk. For sure he’s coming from Lanie’s Bar down the road. Why isn’t he the one getting pulled over? He issues me a smile like I should be happy about seeing him. I offer up a quick wave and he drives on.

My eyes refocused on the rearview, I see that Officer Danish is busy typing all sorts of crap into his dash-mounted laptop. I grab my cell phone, speed-dial Joanne. 

“Where the hell are you?” she says. “You should have been back by now.” 

“Ran into a little trouble,” I say. 

“What kind of trouble, Bradley?” 

“I got stopped by an Albany police officer.”

For a weighted second, just breathing. 

Then, “You have got to be fucking kidding me.” 

Hold the phone a sec. For Joanne to swear, she’s got to be extremely angry. Enraged even. But for her to use the F-bomb, her head has got to be ready to explode. 

“Apparently the passenger side brake light is out,” I say. “Who knew?”

“Well, it’s a perfect time for you to find out.” 

“Listen, Joanne,” I say, “one of the guns we took off the gangsters is stuffed in the glove box. I don’t recall putting it there.” 

More breathing coming over the phone. 

“Oh shit,” she says. 

“What do you mean, oh shit?” 

My eyes back on the rearview and the cop. He’s still punching the keys on his laptop. What’s taking him so long? 

“I put it there,” she says. “When you were cleaning up the blood, I put it there and took the other one into the house for safe keeping. I mean, what if we happen to need them for protection?” 

“Why in God’s name would you do that?” 

“I don’t know!” she shouts. “Stop pressuring me, Bradley. I was under tremendous duress at the moment.” 

“We both were,” I say. 

Another glance at the rearview. Officer Danish is getting back out of the cruiser and heading my way. 

“Joanne, I’ve got to go,” I insist. “Let’s hope he just slaps me with a ticket and I can get the hell out of here.” 

“Just be yourself,” Joanne says. Then, “No, wait. Be kind and courteous.” 

She hangs up. 

“Okay, Mr. Jones,” the cop says into the open driver’s side window, “I would have let you off with a warning, but it turns out your insurance is long expired. You pay your bill lately?” 

I can feel the blood rushing to my face. 

“There must be some mistake, Officer,” I say. “I always pay my bill on time. That must be an old certificate.” 

He hands me back my license, registration, and apparently lapsed insurance card. I set them on the empty passenger seat. 

“I’m gonna ticket you for the broken lamp and let the insurance go, assuming you will take care of it immediately,” the cop goes on. “Make sure you get the lamp fixed A-S-A-P or the next ticket will be much worse.” 

“Oh, I will be sure to get it repaired right away. Thank you, Officer.” 

He nods. “You have a nice day now.” 

My heart is still pounding in my throat, temples still throbbing. I turn the key in the ignition. The minivan starts. I make sure to engage my directional since Officer Danish is making certain he doesn’t leave the scene until I pull back out onto the road first. I guess cops are like that. Always making people nervous. I check the side-view mirror to make sure the coast is clear, and then pull out. One eye on the road, the other on the rearview, the cop kills his overhead flashers and pulls out behind me. 

He keeps his distance while I drive and make double certain to follow the speed limit. But I’m so concerned with his presence, I don’t see the pothole just up ahead. When I run over it, the old van lurches and the back hatch opens on its own. That’s when the stuff I bought at the Lowe’s spills out onto the street and that’s when Officer Danish hits flashers for the second time. 
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My heart. It won’t stop jumping in and out of my throat. At this point, I’m surprised I haven’t become the victim to cardiac arrest. Spinning the steering wheel to the right, I quickly pull back off the road. Once again the cop gives me a short blast of his siren and pulls up behind me. This time, I don’t wait for him to approach the window. I get out, head into the road, and begin collecting the big fifty-gallon tub, the rubber gloves, and one of the aprons. As luck would have it, none of the two-gallon jugs of hydrochloric acid have fallen out since I stored them separately. If they had fallen out, they would have burst and burned a hole in the macadam.  

“Looks like you also have a problem with your hatch lock,” Officer Danish says. “You’ll wanna get that fixed too. Need a hand?”

“I’m fine, Officer,” I say, tossing the rubber gloves and apron into the plastic tub and carrying it back towards the rear of the old van. 

That’s when he gets between me and the hatchback. He opens it up wide for me, which is precisely what I was praying he would not do. His eyes go wide at the items laid out in the back. The bag of lime, the multiple two-gallon jugs of acid, the goggles, the oxygen masks...

What choice do I have but to act totally as normal as possible. 

“Excuse me,” I say, shoving past him, and setting the tub back into the van. Reaching up, I go to lower the hatch, but he also reaches up and stops me from closing it. 

“Now just you hold on a second,” he says. “If you don’t mind my asking, Mr. Jones, what on God’s earth do you plan on doing with all this....um...equipment?” 

This is the part where I need to think quick while acting perfectly normal. Thinking quick is not something I’m used to. It’s never been a necessary talent in my day-to-day existence. I work for the postal department. Every day I get baskets upon baskets of mail and junk mail tossed in my lap. It’s my job to sort it, haul it, and deliver it as on-time as possible. It’s not very challenging work. That is, unless there’s a rabid dog involved or a violent domestic dispute in progress. 
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