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  For Junior and Ruth
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The Delivery





  “You ain’t your own man, Lucas Hill. Your ass is owned by another. Just his bitch to jump when he snaps those meaty fingers and points,” he grumbled. It took all of his concentration to keep his foot steady on the accelerator and the truck hovering at the speed limit. Irritated, he clenched his jaw hard. The sound of his teeth grinding filled up the entire cab. Lucas was still pissed off he was out doing this in the middle of the frigging night. His eyes were bloodshot. Lack of sleep and staring at the dark highway for the last three hours made them feel like he’d poured salt into them.

  Swirling another mint around in his mouth, he hoped it hid the smell of the three beers from earlier. He didn’t even want to think what would happen if he got pulled over. With his luck, it would be for something like speeding, not waiting the full three seconds at a stop sign, or not using his turn signal before changing lanes. Blinking twice, he made sure to keep the truck in between the white lines. All or any of the minor screw ups would put him in the middle of a shit storm for sure. Lucas had no desire to make headline news like other runners from committing some stupid traffic infraction. Jail time for drug running was stout enough, but he shuddered at the thought of what his sentence would be if some nosy pig poked his face inside the cooler and got the shock of his cop life viewing its contents.

  A shiver of panic traveled down his spine, and Lucas gripped the steering wheel of the inconspicuous black Dodge truck with a bit more force. While chewing on the well-worn spot on his bottom lip, he double-checked the side and rearview mirrors. Nope, he was safe. No blue lights behind him and no strange vehicles following either. Normal, sane people who lived normal, sane lives weren’t out at three o’clock in the morning. He let go of his crushed lip when the nasty rust taste hit him.

  “Damn, another piece of my flesh offered to him. Damn!” he muttered after swallowing the droplets of his own blood.

  Lucas didn’t fear much in this world, especially not the frigging police or even a stint behind bars. He could handle both with ease. And it wasn’t like he sought out trouble; it just seemed to come to him. Like a damned homing pigeon or boomerang—it kept landing right on his lap, no matter how hard he tried to stay on the straight and narrow. His last six-month stint in Lafayette County, Tennessee, had been a walk in the park.

  A brawl with the bouncer at Gigi’s Strip-n-Tip landed him in the slammer after he got too friendly with a damned stripper. What a joke. How were you not supposed to touch all that flesh when it was in your face? When it was all said and done, Lucas was convicted of battery after the dust-up with the bouncer. Lucas had some bruises, but the bouncer suffered a broken nose and was missing two front teeth.

  Time spent in county lock-ups was a breeze compared to doing hard time like his old man down in Tucker. The sorry excuse of a father would die behind the concrete walls of the maximum security prison.

  Lucas’ minor run-ins with the fat, slow, and lazy cops of the Southeast were as easy to handle as banging a virgin. Slip in, slip out, and leave a slight stain of blood behind as a reminder you were there.

  He didn’t fear the police, the court system, the frigging President of the United States. Not even God himself. There was only one person who set his guts on fire and turned his blood cold. The cold-hearted devil with black eyes and no heart ruled his life—and the lives of others—with an iron fist.

  Lucas feared the man enough not to even think his name inside his head, much less speak it out loud. If he made some asinine mistake tonight, and the contents of the cooler resting on the passenger floorboard were discovered, he was a dead man.

  No doubt. Dead, dead, deadski. Then someone else would be delivering his organs in the middle of the night to some sick, rich douchebag with enough cash to pay for new body parts on the black market.

  Lucas squinted through the dirty windshield, looking for the blue Hospital sign. He’d double checked everything on the frigging truck but the windshield washer fluid levels. Who was the dumbshit that prepped the truck for this run? If he found out, introductions would be done properly—with a fist to the face.

  “Get a frigging grip, man, this is your twentieth delivery and you’ve never had a problem.” Still, Lucas knew he couldn’t let his guard down until the package was in the hands of the buyers.

  And the Devil was off his ass.

  “What the hell was I thinking getting involved with Ray-Ray? Dumb spoiled little rich prick.” The moment he met Ray-Ray in tenth grade, he knew the dude was trouble with a capital T. But Ray-Ray had access to the life Lucas wanted—girls, drugs, and hot cars.

  Lucas popped another strong mint into his mouth. Sucking in a mouthful of air between his teeth, he let the potent vapor rush to clear his head and focus his driving. His life had been the total opposite of Ray-Rays. His mom struggled to put food on the table and keep the lights on in their small apartment. Clothes came from second-hand stores, and it was a rarity if they fit. Or lasted longer than a few weeks. His piece of shit, no-good father hadn’t been around since Lucas was a sperm stain on his mom’s panties.

  Now here he was stuck in a situation because Ray-Ray had gotten his brains blasted out of his head two days ago by his ex-old-lady’s jealous boyfriend.

  Right now, Lucas wanted to turn the clock back two years and drink three more Jack-n-Cokes so he would have passed out on Ray-Ray’s couch. If he had, he would never have ridden with him to “make a delivery for some quick cash” as Ray-Ray called it.

  “Five hundred bucks? For just ridin’ shotgun? What you deliverin’, Ray-Ray? Gold dust?”

  “Nah, man. Just a one-of-a-kind piece for my uncle. That’s all you need to know. You just watch our tail, got it?” Ray-Ray had said.

  Then Ray-Ray had sealed his fate by telling the Devil about him. Lucas had been the one who noticed something wasn’t right about the setup. No sooner had they driven past the designated point, the cops swarmed the parking lot like a horde of ravenous locusts. Ray-Ray and Lucas watched the entire scene from across the street at the Waffle House after they hid the truck in the back parking lot. They tried to act casual when they sat down at the counter and ordered coffee, but their hands shook with fear.

  The Devil was impressed with Lucas’s skills. So much so, that the job of runner was pulled from Ray-Ray. Lucas was forced to watch as the Devil’s enforcer beat Ray-Ray unconscious for including a stranger in the run and the loss of the expensive package. Neither of them said a word of protest when their sentences were handed down. Lucas’s street survival instincts lit up like a Christmas tree when he was in the presence of the Devil. After witnessing what the man was capable of doing to his own flesh and blood, Lucas knew better than to question his orders.

  And now, at age twenty-five, Lucas was stuck in a job he didn’t want with no escape route in sight. He assumed he was hauling drugs. But on his second delivery, Lucas lifted the lid of the cooler.

  It wasn’t drugs. Inside the slushy mess of ice, was a heart and lungs. He puked for ten minutes. After the shock of that sick vision, he made sure never to open the lid again.

  Though Lucas hated shuttling the cold body parts he had grown quite fond of the cash his deliveries put in his pocket. Ten thousand dollars a pop. Unfortunately, his wallet was running on fumes after being behind bars for so many months. When he was released from jail, he went back home and tried to find a legitimate job. He hoped his time away would have given the Devil a good reason to find another runner, but it didn’t work. It was the beginning of his third week out of the joint, and he had celebrated his newfound freedom and the lack of contact from the Devil with a few beers while watching a basketball game on television. But his brief taste of freedom ended with a phone call around midnight.

  Lucas pulled his head out of the memory. He needed to concentrate on the task at hand. No mistakes. The moon was hidden by a thick blanket of rain clouds. The streetlights were a joke. Why in the hell would someone want to live in this backwoods, redneck city? For Christ’s sake, the streetlights were no better than a flashlight with a low battery. He wished the sky would open up and let the rain out, but then he wondered if the frigging wipers worked.

  A flashing yellow sign ahead beckoned him to Fill your tank and your belly! There was plenty of time to stop and refuel, and he needed to hit the head. Thinking about his boss made the beer and coffee run through him.

  Pulling off the main highway, the faint neon green from the old truck’s dashboard cast an eerie glow on the white cooler. Once he pulled up to the pump and cut the engine, he yanked off his jacket and tossed it over the cooler.

  He reached over and pulled on the black ball cap down low over his forehead. The brown wig attached underneath made his neck itch but he ignored the urge to take it off. Protocol needed to be followed, to the letter, every time. No paper trail was to be left behind. No cell phones, GPS, or anything electronic were to be used during the delivery process. Even the old Dodge he was driving didn’t have the fancy tracking equipment of the newer vehicles available. A different disguise was to be used each time and was provided, along with the cash for gas and instructions, under the front seat. The ancient, black rust-bucket was always parked in the same spot each time—at the back end of the funeral home, hidden behind the storage shed under an old tarp. Instructions and cash were taped underneath the seat. The call came in, Lucas went to the truck, and the game began.

  Stepping out of the truck and into the sweltering heat of the Tennessee evening, Lucas shot a final glance over the floorboard to make sure the cooler was well hidden. Satisfied, he pushed the lock down and headed into the store.

  Lucas couldn’t shake the sensation that Ray-Ray was riding with him. Well, at least part of him. After all, it wasn’t like Ray-Ray’s uncle to let any body part go to waste.

  There had been an additional note tonight. A handwritten one that made him cold despite the heat.

  
    
    Glad you are back. Stop getting into trouble and keep your nose clean. I’m watching you and don’t want to hear any more news about my favorite courier locked up behind bars. Because if it happens again, there won’t be enough of you left to fill a 
    Ziploc
    baggie. Got it?
  

  Lucas got it. Loud and clear. As he walked to the counter and paid for his gas, he thought about the line from a movie in his youth. You ever dance with the devil in the pale moonlight?

  Yes, yes he had. He wanted nothing more than to get off the dance floor and never waltz again. But the Devil owned his dance card. Lucas was so dizzy from all the spinning, he knew he was stuck in the tight embrace of the bloodthirsty leader’s arms.
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A New Adventure





  “You sure I can’t talk you out of this?”

  Karina Summers shook a loose strand of black hair from her face and looked up from the empty desk. Her former business partner, Calvin “Cal” Benson, leaned his buff body with casual ease against the doorframe. His dark brown eyes shimmered with a teasing gleam, but Karina swore she saw a small hint of sadness behind them.

  The early morning sun streamed through the window and caught the silver streaks in Cal’s hair, making him look even more appealing. With his arms crossed over his chest, Cal’s enormous biceps bulged, stretching the thin cotton material to its limit. The tattoo of two arms locked at the wrists with silver handcuffs, and the words Gotcha in black underneath, seemed to quiver.

  “Cal, how many times are you going to ask me the same question?”

  “Until I get the answer I want.”

  Picking up the last box off the top of the desk, she gave him a weak smile. “You’re as tenacious as a pit bull. That’s what I used to love about you. But remember, my bite is just as strong.” Karina watched Cal’s tattoo quiver as his muscles tensed.

  “Yeah, I know. I have the marks to prove it.” A smirk crossed Cal’s full lips. “But don’t try to change the subject. I can’t be swayed by your seductive charms. I’m immune.”

  Karina used the box like a shield, nudging Cal out of the way. Their hot and heavy romance of seven years ended during her undercover stint nearly two years ago. She ignored the urge to tackle him and shred all that terribly restrictive clothing off his smokin’ body. Cal’s scent always drove Karina wild.

  She learned after their breakup to keep her physical distance and let running their business be the only thing between them. They worked much better as a team on paper rather than between the sheets. “Once bitten, twice shy baby.” Karina made it past him and out into the hallway. “Now, be a gentleman and open the door for me? This is my last box.”

  The sound of Cal’s heavy boots reverberated off the hardwood floors as he came up behind her. The energy of his stare sent waves of heat up her back. Karina’s mouth went dry. His steps matched her heartbeat in intensity.

  “Hmmm. You really do need a break. You just called me a gentleman. That’s a first.”

  “See? Told you,” Karina retorted, her smile real this time. “A term I’m sure you’re unaccustomed to hearing when said in reference to you.”

  Karina slipped past his six foot three frame, out the back door and into the bright light. Final goodbyes had already been said to the rest of the gang. Without any sunglasses, the yellow glare of the vibrant sun and the shimmer of heat from the blacktop made her eyes water.

  
    
    Damn—Cal will think they are for him.
  

  The thought made Karina move at a quicker pace toward her car. She wasn’t about to let Cal think he’d gotten to her. Karina knew this was the right decision for her life. Cal had been shocked when she approached him two weeks prior with the papers to buy out her share of their successful private investigation firm, We’ve Got Ya! When he asked her why she wanted to sell and she told him, Cal questioned her sanity. After the large payout from their biggest—and longest—investigation yet, Karina needed more than a break. She needed a new direction and a new life.

  Karina had enough cash to live off of for at least five years, long enough to figure out what she should do with the rest of her life. At the moment, fresh, smog-free air and a slower pace is what she craved. The life she had been living almost drove her to the brink of insanity. After two years of undercover work and then another year of sitting through the gut-wrenching court trial, Karina couldn’t get out of Los Angeles fast enough.

  It was a struggle to retrieve her keys out of the front pocket of her jeans. Karina cursed under her breath, regretting her choice of skin tight denim. She should have just thrown on a pair of sweats, left her hair in a messy bun, and came in without a stitch of makeup on. Her last day at work would go down in history. No employee of We’ve Got Ya! had ever seen Karina sans makeup, except Cal. It would give the rest of the remaining staff plenty to gab about for the next few days.

  But she didn’t. She took extra time while getting ready earlier. Applied just the right amount of eye shadow, liner, powder and gloss in front of the mirror, stopping every few seconds to check out her handiwork. The look was finished with finger-tousled hair and two squirts of Red between her breasts. It was Cal’s favorite perfume. While driving to the office earlier, Karina felt like he deserved to suffer a bit.

  
    Bastard.
  

  Cal’s muscled arm reached past her and opened the passenger door. He was close. Too close. The heat from his body, the smell of cologne and the musk of his personal scent. Cal was playing the same game. Karina bit her lip to keep from biting his. Leaning down, she set the box in the back seat and wished she could just crawl in right behind it and drive away. Instead, Karina stood, snatched the door from Cal’s grip, slammed it, and then stuck out her hand. “She’s all yours now, Cal. Take good care of her—better than you did me.”

  “Shut up,” Cal growled.

  In a flash, Cal pulled Karina to him and devoured her lips with his own. The kiss was long, needy and full of pent up passion. Regret. Sadness. Love. For a few seconds, Karina melted into his strong embrace, reliving their past connection. Swam in the strength of him and the way Cal’s body felt wedged up tight against her own. But then the image of catching him doing the same thing with the bottle blonde whore, Misty Pierce, flashed in her mind, ruining the moment.

  Coming to her senses, Karina pulled back and slugged her balled-up fist into Cal’s mammoth chest. “Be glad I’m leaving the state or I’d make you pay for that,” she said with more gusto than she felt. She stayed true to her nature and hid the sadness from her face, preferring to unleash the pain in a rude manner.

  Cal responded to her smartass reply with a sly smile and a coy wink.

  Bubbling anger rose inside her. Karina was just about to spew her thoughts out when her cell phone rang. “Once again, your ass is spared the kicking it deserves by my mom.”

  Cal blew her a kiss and she flipped him the universal sign for Have a Nice Day—asshole. Karina answered the call at the same time she slid behind the wheel of the Charger. “Hey Mom. I’m leaving the office now. Had to pick up the last box.” Cranking up the V-8, a smile appeared when the duel exhaust growled.

  “Watch out for the gun-toting rednecks. And if you hear banjo music—run!” Cal yelled from the curb.

  “Was that Cal?” her mother asked.

  With a flick of her wrist, Karina slammed the car into reverse and tromped the gas. The tires barked and she smiled again. “Of course. Giving me some last minute advice on how to survive living in the South.”

  “Is that all he gave you? No goodbye nookie? No last hurrah in the hay?”

  “Mom! Really?”

  “Hey, you’re the one who insists on sharing all your intimate life details with me. If you don’t like hearing those kinds of questions from your mother, then tell your secrets to Ranger.”

  Heat blistered her cheeks. Karina didn’t have a quick comeback for that one. Her mom was right. Karina needed to find a different outlet to vent her emotions. A female friend was out of the question because, well, she didn’t have any.

  Karina learned a long time ago most females could not be trusted. They feigned friendship, concern and confidentiality—but it was just that–a farce. The second you looked the other way, wham! the kidney punch arrived. The most recent jab was delivered by her former best friend, Misty Pierce. Their friendship, which began in fifth grade, was over in mere seconds after Karina caught Misty and Cal doing the nasty on his desk.

  
    Bitch.
  

  “I’m on my way to get Ranger from the vet. Then, I’ll load up the rest of my bags at the apartment. I should make it to your place around one or so. Okay?”

  “Oh, nice topic switch Karina. Guess the answer is no.”

  Grimacing, Karina drummed her fingers on the stiff leather of the steering wheel waiting for the light to turn green. Though Karina was excited about moving to Arkansas and spending time with Gram and Grampa, the long car ride with her mother to get there made her cringe.

  Karina loved her mom with ferocious intensity, and God help anyone who ever tried to hurt LiAnn Marie Tuck. But sometimes, her mom just dug too deep with probing questions. Her mother was only aware of some of the particulars about the relationship with Cal, but not everything.

  Once Karina began the undercover investigation assignment for the senior abuse wrongful death case at Jubilee Retirement, she went in so deep, there was no time or the energy left to explain her ugly breakup with Cal to anyone. The plan was to change that during the trip, though it would be hard for Karina to relive the pain. “No switch. Just discussing relevant issues and Cal Benson isn’t on that list. So, are you all packed and ready? Was there enough room in the moving van for all our stuff?”

  “Yep. Have been since last week. There was enough room, but barely. And I do mean barely. That semi doesn’t have enough room in it for a blade of grass. Good thing we both had a moving sale before we started packing. I guarantee you, when we open it, everything will pop out.”

  “That should make unloading it easy.” Karina laughed.

  “The movers just left, so I am sitting in an empty house and playing with my cell phone. Made it to level ninety-two in that candy-smashing game. Had to stop because my eyes started to cross. Now, I’m staring at the blank walls. The new owners will need to repaint. My furniture and decorations hid a lot of flaws.”

  Karina snorted. “No kidding. I noticed what a horrible housekeeper I am after everything was removed from my place. You should have seen all the dust-bunnies! I didn’t even remember that my walls were white instead of dirty eggshell. No refund of my security deposit, that’s for sure.”

  “Well, if you would have hired a cleaning lady to come in while you were gone…”

  There was a lot of things I should have done differently while undercover. “I know, I know. But I didn’t. Can’t cry about it now. So, how was your retirement party last night? Did you get a nice watch?”

  “Please. The department stopped that tradition when you were still in diapers. I’m lucky I got a cake and a plaque. I did, however, get one great gift from Crigger.”

  “Ol’ Crig released some cash from his wallet? Wow, Hell froze over and I missed it. Next, you’ll tell me pigs are flying in the sky after they shot out of Cal’s ass.”

  This time, her mother was the one who snorted, followed by a hearty laugh.“Funny girl. Yep, Crig bought two tickets for the Metallica concert in Memphis next month. Front row, baby. And guess who will be sitting next to me?”

  Her mom’s adorable laughter made Karina smile. She was only a few blocks away from the veterinarian’s office, so she ended the call and finished the remainder of the drive in silence.

  After today, Karina knew life would never be the same. The next few days would be full of lots of gabbing, slobber and hair from Ranger. There would also be plenty of head-banging music, courtesy of her 60’s wild child mother and now retired cop, Sgt. LiAnn Tuck.

  It was going to be one of those adventures Karina would tell her children about someday—if she ever had any. With her broken heart still tangled up with Cal’s, a one-hundred pound black lab under her feet, and God only knows what type of responsibilities down on the farm with Gram and Grampa, Karina wondered if her uterus would ever house a baby.

  At this rate, it sure seemed unlikely.
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  LiAnn Tuck sighed inside the empty space of her house. It was strange to sit on the floor and stare at the nothingness. Years of memories packed and boxed away, on the highway and driven by a stranger who couldn’t care less about the safety of the contents. She hoped everything arrived in one piece after such a long journey. LiAnn moved over to the window and sat underneath, waiting for her daughter to arrive.

  Though Karina tried to hide it, LiAnn knew the move was harder on her daughter than herself. She also knew the breakup with Cal had been very difficult. Her headstrong daughter had never spilled the gory details, but LiAnn would bet her retirement that the collapse of the relationship was because of infidelity. Calvin Benson was a former cop who looked and acted like a Hell’s Angel more than a private investigator. She knew the type well, for Karina’s father had the same swagger, just with one minor difference. Kirk Summers had been the lead singer and guitarist for the hard rock band The Hellions.

  LiAnn didn’t want to think about her ex. She thought enough about him every single time she looked at her daughter. Except for the fact that Karina was female, Kirk may have well just cloned his child. No, she wouldn’t think about him. The sheltered girl from the ’burbs who fell for the leather-clad, Harley driving guitar player with raven black hair and eyes bluer than the Pacific, didn’t exist anymore. LiAnn buried her the second the divorce papers were signed and she left their ramshackle trailer with Karina in tow. Though only nineteen, she had been determined to raise her daughter in a proper environment, away from all the drugs and violence Kirk and his bandmates and managers were immersed in.

  And so, she did. LiAnn moved back in with her parents, Junior and Ruth Tuck, to her childhood home in Rowland Heights. The suburbs, which seemed so silly and pathetic when she had been sixteen, took on a whole new dimension when LiAnn returned as a mother with her little bundle of joy. Karina, with her mop of wild, raven hair and eyes the same color as her father’s, was the queen of Kingsmill Street and the heartbeat of life for LiAnn and her parents. There was never a worry about her daughter’s safety, for the entire close-knit community, full of people generally around the same age as her parents, doted on Karina the minute she arrived. The three years they spent inside the warm, loving home, allowed LiAnn the chance to move from her position as desk clerk at the City of Azuza police department and on to the sheriff’s academy. Within two years after being sworn in as one of Los Angeles’ finest, LiAnn purchased the small, two-bedroom house eight blocks away from her parents.

  With a sigh of bemusement, LiAnn looked out the window into the bright afternoon sun. It was going to be another gorgeous, sunny California day and here she was inside, stumbling down memory lane. The palm trees towered over the tops of the houses across the street, their tufted branches swayed in gentle harmony with the light breeze. A twinge of regret slithered in LiAnn’s belly when she wondered if she would ever see the stunning scenery again. Not that Arkansas wasn’t a beautiful state, and it did have those two beloved smiling faces awaiting their arrival, but California would always be home. The sun-drenched beaches and the brilliant sunsets would soon be a thing of the past. She would not, however, miss the traffic, smog and crime.

  Especially the crime. God, how much pain and suffering had she seen during the course of her twenty-five year career? Too much, for sure. When retirement arrived, she was more than ready to go.

  LiAnn chased the sad thoughts away and concentrated on the move and precious time soon to be spent with her ailing parents. They had moved back to Arkansas almost thirty years ago and she thought her heart would explode from sadness. Her father had been born and raised in Sheridan, a small farming community about forty-five miles south of Little Rock. After he came home from his stint in the Navy during World War II, Junior Tuck fell in love with San Diego and stayed. He let his best friend and childhood buddy, Cecil Pickard, run the farm and planned on staying in Southern California only long enough to rake in some quick cash as a heavy equipment operator. Soon, the explosion of growth required numerous freeways to be built, and Junior Tuck found his own goldmine. The work paid well and the warm, fresh air convinced him to stay.

  Well, along with one beautiful, redhead by the name of Ruth Stretch. Once LiAnn’s parents met, at least according to the stories they liked to tell, it was love at first sight. Within two years of hitting the shores of San Diego and hanging up his uniform, Junior Tuck married Ruth and moved to Rowland Heights.

  Ruth resigned her secretarial position with Reem Aircraft in Los Angeles shortly after she and Junior were married. She took on the duties of both office manager and coordination expert, helping to run the large construction firm. Junior still loved to be on the job site, operating his big Caterpillar road grader even though he had six employees to run the rest of the construction equipment on the other building jobs his firm was responsible to complete. As soon as one freeway was built or a subdivision was completed, he and his team were off to the next job.

  It was a demanding and grueling pace and the many years of sitting in the open sun, inhaling diesel fumes and working six or seven days a week culminated in the serious heart attack her father suffered. When the union he belonged to, the Operating Engineers Local 310, learned he had a heart attack while operating his ten ton piece of equipment, they informed him his license to run machinery was null and void. Her dad had been barred from working on any construction job site for liability reasons.

  With many hugs and tears, Junior and Ruth said goodbye to LiAnn and Karina to begin their new life in Sheridan, Arkansas. Pop told her it was the best decision, since the farm was still in decent shape and he knew how to run it. LiAnn and Karina would faithfully visit them in the quaint farming community during her yearly vacations, meeting distant relatives whose names they had only previously heard in conversation or viewed in family photo albums. They had been enthralled with the quiet gentleness, infectious sense of humor and spirit of connection they all seemed to enjoy, especially on lazy Sunday afternoons sharing a sumptuous southern meal assortment of delectable food that tends to encourage one’s waistband to suddenly expand to frightening proportions.

  After each visit, LiAnn and Karina both knew in their hearts even though they never openly discussed it, that at some point, they would leave the beauty of their southern California homes to care for Ruth and Junior. It would be their privilege to return the loving gift of care and support that they had received during their young years.

  The past three years left her and Karina mentally and physically exhausted. They worked nonstop on the investigation and were deeply involved in the heart wrenching details they both unearthed in developing a major crime case that culminated in the death of a vulnerable eighty-seven year old woman. As the criminal investigation unfolded, it was discovered that more victims had been similarly brutalized by neglect that was the hallmark of corporate callousness and greed. Karina’s firm had been hired by several family members of victims for a civil suit against the corporation. The investigation was heartbreaking and Karina’s undercover stint at several of the facilities up and down the Pacific Coast left her haunted by the memories. LiAnn thought about how Karina’s once smiling face had changed. The anguish of all the atrocities hung behind Karina’s eyes like a beacon, announcing to the world her anger and sadness at the things she’d witnessed.

  LiAnn’s phone vibrated, pulling her back to the present. Now why is Crigger calling? “Good morning. How’s my favorite ex-boss doing on this gorgeous day?”

  “Tuck, you always were a burst of sunshine in the morning. I am going to miss that. Everyone else around here is as dull as the bottom of a worn shoe. Sure I can’t convince you to stay?”

  “I believe we’ve had this conversation before. My answer has not changed. Besides, I can’t stay now. All my stuff is in a van on its way to Arkansas. Can’t come to work naked.”

  Crigger laughed. “Now that would definitely be a way to perk up the sour pusses around here.”

  “Perk up? Don’t you mean puke up? I’m sure none of them want to see the naked body of a mature woman. Their lockers weren’t full of fifty-five plus year olds–they were plastered with barely legal things parading around in skimpy swatches of material.”

  “Very funny. Listen, though I enjoy your warped sense of humor, that’s not why I called.”

  “Okay, so why did you?”

  Crigger cleared his throat. “Melissa Doster called me this morning. Jubilee filed an appeal, which is no surprise to us, but she wanted me to make sure you and Karina were aware she would be calling you both soon.”

  LiAnn grimaced but kept her voice light. “Why? She has the case file from each of us, plus the transcripts of our trial testimony in both cases. What else could she need?”

  “How many years did you work for us, Tuck? You know how lawyers are—they dig, dig and then dig some more, hoping to unearth some little hidden treasure they missed the first time. But, in this case, I think she really wants to discuss your testimony rather than read about it. Besides, I think she is going to miss the two of you. I mean, from a bystander’s point of view, it looked like the three of you got real close during the investigation and trial. Who knows? Maybe it’s just a ruse to keep in contact with you both.”

  “Yeah, our bubbly personalities snagged her in our trap. Hmmm, well I don’t think there is anything Karina or I could offer up as help. It’s not like we hid anything or kept pieces of key evidence. But of course, we are more than willing to be of help. You know how involved we both became in the cases.”

  Crigger groaned. “Too much. Way too much.”

  LiAnn’s skin prickled at his tone. “How could we not? When I think about the terrible things those bastards did for money…how they ruined so many lives of those sweet seniors, my blood boils.”

  “Tuck, stop it. That attitude right there is going to put you in an early grave. That temper of yours is going to give you hypertension for sure. You got too close, too wrapped up in it. Never seen you wound so tight inside a case.”

  LiAnn huffed. “I did not.”

  “Then tell me why you retired, huh?” Crigger probed.

  “You know why,” LiAnn whispered.

  “Because you got too involved and are all paranoid the same thing might happen to your parents. The second your father called and made noises about the possibility he and your mother might move into an independent living facility, you flipped your lid. Do you think your reaction would have been as swift and strong if you hadn’t worked the Jubiliee case?”

  LiAnn wasn’t about to get into another argument with her former boss on the topic of her decision to retire. “Look, Crigger. I appreciate you calling me and your concern. But what’s done is done, and the reasons why the decision was made are not relevant at this point. I plan on spending what time my parents have left on this earth near them. Period. End of story.”

  Crigger sighed. “You always were a hard-headed woman. Okay, I’ve done my duty and passed along Melissa’s message. Have a safe trip, Tuck.”

  Before she could respond, the line went dead. LiAnn swallowed the lump in her throat and thought about the things Crigger, the only man who’d captured her heart years ago, hadn’t said. I love you too, Crigger, she whispered to the silent phone.
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Memories of the Past





  Caesar Calvanio secured the heavy briefcase in his wall safe and let out a slight groan. Though he just made another cool two-hundred fifty grand in untraceable cash, he wouldn’t let a smile form. His father taught him that business was not something one took lightly and all transactions–the good, the bad, and the ugly–should be treated with respect.

  Once his stash was locked away, he made his way over to the enormous solid teak desk, unlocked the side cabinet, and poured a stiff drink. He settled himself in the high back leather chair and stared out the window to the darkened streets below. A few sets of head and tail lights shimmered in the distance, a stark contrast against the backdrop of the ebony night. He sipped his smooth cognac and let himself enjoy the tranquility as his mind wandered inside the murky walls of his past.

  He was proud of his bloodline. It was mob royalty, but only on his father’s side. The paternal family ties stretched from New York City, Chicago, Miami, and Philadelphia, tracing all the way back to Sicily. He was the bastard son of Carlos Calvanio, born from the womb of his Irish whore mother, who had been one of Carlos’ numerous lovers. But the fates intervened and, at the age of three, he went to live with his father and stepmother after the sudden death of his biological mother. Though it was never mentioned (at least not in earshot where he could have heard it), he knew her death had been arranged. His father and stepmother were the parents of four girls, one of which arrived as a surprise when he was fifteen, and there was no male to continue the family’s legacy. After the birth of his baby sister, Carmella, his stepmother couldn’t bear any more children.

  Like the rest of the men in the Calvanio lineage, Caesar was a crafty one. He learned and watched at the feet of the masters, and knew his contribution to the family name would not be gained from the limelight, nor from the typical ways the others had made their fortunes. He watched too many of the old guards go down as technology caught up to the mob and the cops were no longer left scratching their heads with no clue how to stop them. He remembered all the shame and humiliation he felt as he watched some of the more prominent dons being led away in handcuffs, their trials splashed across every news channel after RICO arrived on the scene. The glory days were over, the downward spiral started the minute gangs from other parts of the world moved in and the families began expanding their empires during the 80’s. That’s when, in his opinion, things began to fall apart.

  He grimaced at the memory. The drug trade was controlled by lowlife Mexican cartel warlords; the prostitution and sex-trafficking trade owned by the Russians; and the numbers game and shakedowns controlled by the Triads from China and the Yakuza from Japan. This new world of crime left little room for the true gangsters. There was no honor, no loyalty, no tradition or respect. It was simply money, bloodlust and depravity that drove the masses.

  His father had been an underboss in the Bonanno family. Carlos Calvanio was part of the clan who ruled over Chicago, Philadelphia and New York City. A time back in the glory days when the Bonanno, Colombo, Gambino, Genovese and Lucchese families ruled their territory with bloody turf wars and shakedowns. The mob had their fingers in a multitude of clean business enterprises to launder their vast profits from loan sharking, illegal narcotics, prostitution and murder for hire, among other things.

  He recalled with a slight grin the days he sat on the knees of his uncles as a small boy. He had looked forward to their visits as a child, entranced by their stories, clothing and raucous laughter. They held power in their hands and were men of honor. As a teenager, he began actively participating in the wide variety of family business crimes, eager to please the men he worshipped. Even early on, he knew he would have to work twice as hard as the other males to be accepted into the fold, since he was not a full-blooded Italian. He started out small with petty crimes, then graduated to bigger, more violent ones as he aged.

  He mastered the art of developing a cold blooded approach to murder and accomplished the task with the precision of a surgeon, carefully planning and strategizing his hits. His stealthy approach as a hitter garnered him the nickname The Cat.

  He snuck in, killed with silence and expertise, and slid back out into the night, his prey never seen or heard from again. Even though he was meticulous, he still ended up doing a six year stretch at Attica, one of the toughest Federal prisons in the country.

  The rookie mistake he made during a robbery that was to end in murder cost him, but he vowed to learn from it. He swore an oath to himself that he would never again have his freedom taken away by law enforcement. Those six years he spent caged like an animal was when he was introduced into new methods of making money. A new business venture that would keep him under the radar of the police. Though he enjoyed killing some of the low-life thugs he was hired to take out, he wanted more from life.

  He owned homes in several states but his favorite place was in Hot Springs, Arkansas. Though the place had a history that included numerous visits during the turn of the century from mob bosses such as Capone and others, the history was just viewed as a sideshow tourist attraction now. The sleepy, quaint town was the perfect place to slip in and begin to build his new venture. He brought along his much younger wife, Romella, and four trusted confidants to set things up: his cousin Vincenzo Molinero, friend Carmine Del Vecchio, and his half-sister Carmella and her husband, Franco. He set Vincenzo up with a respectable funeral parlor, Franco up with an ambulance company, and Carmella with a homecare business, specializing in offering care services to senior citizens.

  Once everyone was in place, he started his business. He recalled his entry into the extremely lucrative real estate business sector of senior housing and a crooked smile crossed his lips. He had attended an association meeting in Chicago of the National Investment Center for Senior Housing & Care Industry on the advice of his lawyer Antonio, who could always be counted on to ferret out greedy businessmen who were not too concerned with following the letter of the law.

  The association was made up of owners and senior executives who attended the yearly meeting to network and absorb the newest laws affecting their industry. It was also the time they directed their lobbyists on how they wanted them to swing governmental issues important to them. But that wasn’t what drew him to attend. The biggest reason to be seen at the meeting was to make the important connections with senior housing mid-level executives and owners, other private investors, banking and mortgage connections. He needed to set financing deals in motion to acquire properties or participate in a merger with high net worth partners. He needed a legitimate outlet to launder the massive amount of dirty money his other business ventures generated, and move into new investment options to diversify his vast portfolio.

  As he strolled through the various senior housing trade show booths, he waited until his gut, and the physical description Antonio provided, told him he’d found the perfect mark. He’d been there less than two hours when the poke in his belly told him he’d found the one. Caesar stood and chatted with the man whose personal greed oozed out of his pores like some slimy medical condition. The guy was just asking to be taken in. He bragged about the money he’d made over the years, both legally and otherwise. He regaled Caesar with how smart his financial stealth maneuvers were at going undiscovered by state agency regulators, who were brainless sheep feeding at the state trough. The man practically drooled when he mentioned how senior citizens were fat chickens waiting to have their financial feathers plucked.

  However, the best part was the obnoxious windbag operated from an office in Hot Springs, Arkansas. And, his company owned a property they were itching to dump. The Magnolia House was a historical landmark in Hot Springs and his new chatty friend, Nick Shonnert, said his company didn’t want to deal with the hassle of the upkeep any longer. Nick’s company had already poured tons of cash into the place just to get it up to fire code regulations, didn’t want to invest any more to completely renovate it to meet Arkansas state regulations for a senior living facility.

  Caesar had his eye on the old place for an independent living facility for months and sensed Nick’s vulnerability. He sealed the deal when the two of them had dinner later that night. When he dangled the bait that he was interested in purchasing the property, Nick slobbered all over his plate like a rabid dog. They agreed to meet back in Hot Springs in two days to finalize their negotiations for Caesar to buy the place. The hook was set and he knew just how to reel in the hungry fish.

  Nick Shonnert wasn’t overplaying his considerable wealth. Caesar directed Antonio to dig into his financial holdings. Nick was the Chief Financial and Operating Officer of Happy Days Retirement Living, a conglomerate that owned retirement communities across the U.S. He enjoyed toying with Nick the Prick (as Caesar named him–no one had ever had a more fitting nickname) more than the others. His instincts sensed Nick’s envy of the power Caesar wielded during their first meeting and financial discussions. When Caesar became the new owner of The Magnolia House in less than three days, he saw the awe behind the man’s beady eyes.

  He knew Nick viewed him as a godsend. The fact that he could produce vast sums of immediate cash to consummate expansion of Nick’s business interests instead of the long struggle of going through a traditional lending institution route, made Nick’s head swim with delight. He counted on Nick’s greed to banish caution from his mind and allow him make a very foolish and life threatening decision: he climbed into bed with Caesar Calvanio. Nick’s fate was sealed.

  Thinking about Nick made his stomach sour, so he poured another glass of Cognac. Nick the Prick had gone from a robust, talkative twerp in his late thirties to an intense, brooding shell of his former self. Back when they first met, Nick was a rotund balding man who was clearly impressed by his fifty-percent ownership in Happy Days Retirement Living, along with being the CFO and COO. After their initial dinner and drinks in Chicago, Nick continued bragging about the multitude of ways his company used to separate senior citizens from their retirement funds. He really did not like the man and it angered him to listen to the outrageous lack of respect Nick had for his elderly clients. Caesar had loved his grandmother Teresa and grandfather Tomaso fiercely, and was heartbroken when they passed away. He decided to terrorize the fat little sleaze ball, which would serve two purposes: personal gratification and a lucrative business deal.

  As hardened a man as Caesar was, he still remembered the solemn promise he made to his grandfather and Godfather, Don Tomaso. His swore an oath that he would not allow another helpless elder to continue to live in agony. The old man’s gnarled fingers clutched his during his last few pain-filled minutes on earth, and made him promise. Promise to not let senior people suffer by extending their life just to fill the pockets of greedy corporations.

  He watched his grandfather die a slow, agonizing death while his liver and pancreas were devoured by cancer. Though the family sent out feelers across their expansive network, a donor hadn’t been found in time. After Don Tomaso died, he decided to forgo the traditional ways his family made their living. It was time for a new resource, a new way to survive and to honor the memory of Don Tomaso. It would consist of seeking out elderly people who were suffering as their days of life were nothing more than one constant gradient of excruciating pain. He would organize the end of their pain, and profit by draining their financial portfolios of his chosen victims as well.

  Don Tomaso always said to him, “Get what you want in life right now cause you ain’t gonna take it with you.”

  And that is exactly what he’d been doing for the last twenty years, courtesy of his chance meeting with Nick. He showed Nick that he was nothing more than an inexperienced naive fool when it came to structuring and enforcing creative financial shakedowns.

  Cloaked in the darkness of his office, he took another sip of the warm brandy and reached across the desk for a stogie. He took a few puffs then kicked his feet up on his desk, admiring the expensive leather of his shoes. Yeah, he’d taken what he wanted in life and helped ease the pain of those who cried out in agony with each heartbeat. He hoped his grandfather was proud of the man his grandson had become. And, he wondered if Tomaso enjoyed watching him torment Nick the Prick as much as he had enjoyed doling it out. His twisted laughter bounced off the cranberry colored walls in his expansive office. The memories of the night he showed Nick his true colors made him smile.
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  Once the negotiating process to finance Happy Days Retirement Living and The Magnolia House was complete, it was time to educate Nick on how a professional Mafia man of honor cemented a relationship with their mark. He let Nick know he was owned…body and soul. Their office meeting was conducted at Nick’s Hot Springs, Arkansas, senior property, Green Pastures, after all the employees had left for the day. Settled in front of Nick’s fake mahogany desk, he sprang the trap. Grinning like a predatory panther with the deer squarely in his sight, he informed Nick he was now a half owner of Happy Days Retirement Living, as well as all his other properties in seventeen different states.

  His first instruction to Nick was to make sure none of the construction of the newest senior property in downtown Little Rock had any problems with delivery of materials and labor. He then informed Nick that twenty thousand dollars per month, in cash, needed to be in his pocket, for protection against any disruption of the work flow.

  Nick jumped up from behind his large desk and pointed his finger at him and screamed, “Listen here, you immigrant spaghetti-eater, I’m not about to be taken advantage of like this. You can just forget our financial arrangements. I’m canceling our agreement right now!”

  Before Nick could blink twice, Caesar launched himself out of his chair, clasped his strong hands around Nick’s bloated throat and slammed him up against the wall. He continued to squeeze Nick’s meaty jowls until the pudgy slime ball passed out. He let the body crumple in a heap on the floor, then returned to his seat and lit a cigar. He waited until Nick awoke before he said a word.

  “I’m going to cut you some slack, Nicky Boy. This is your first, and last, warning. I’ll let your rude behavior slide because I know you don’t realize who you’re dealing with yet. So, let me explain so we’ll be on the same page. I got thirty-six hits. Assassinations is the word you regular civilians understand, all notched on my gutting knife. Underneath this,” he said, waving his wrist in the air, the monogrammed gold cuff links glinting off the overhead light, “Armani suit is the body of a killer. Take a gander at this.”

  Nick never said a word or moved an inch from his spot on the floor. Caesar let the man’s terror engulf him as he removed his black jacket and unbuttoned his starched white shirt. Nick’s eyes bulged and Caesar wondered if they would burst out of their sockets.

  Caesar turned his body so Nick had a full view of his left shoulder. “See these? This one is from a shotgun blast,” he said, pointing to the small, black ringed circles ranging in size from nickels to dimes. He turned and raised his right arm. The jagged scars started underneath his armpit and wound around past his hip bone. “And these are from being dragged alongside a Ferrari – the guy I just shot in the head trapped my arm inside. That’s a quarter mile of road rash you’re looking at.” Nick gasped when he saw the angry red and purple mass of tortured flesh and lumpy scars. “And this one that looks like two red railroad tracks is from a knife fight. My friend Carmine stitched me up on his couch without any pain killers—when I was just fourteen years old.”

  He watched Nick blanch while he put his shirt back on, making sure to flex his rock hard biceps and show off his six-pack. “I’m proud to bear the scars. Shows I’m an invincible made man of respect, and not afraid of anything. Ever heard of an offer that can’t be refused?”

  “Oh, God, no…please,” Nick stuttered.

  Caesar didn’t let the man utter another word. With one swift punch to the saggy jowls of the wimpy jerk, he shut the man’s mouth. He moved to the window and clicked the blinds twice, the signal to Carmine, who was waiting outside in the parking lot. Within minutes, they hefted the disgusting, obese body off the floor and on to phase two of his initiation.

  When Nick revived from the vicious assault, he was hanging upside down by his feet suspended from a chain in the ceiling of a cold and dark slaughter house. Nick kept opening his mouth to let out a scream, but failed. Caesar watched as Nick struggled to utter words. Caesar and his life-long friend Carmine laughed at the man’s predicament.

  “Well, Nicky Boy is awake. Should we tell him where he is since he looks so confused?”

  Carmine laughed, shrugging his beefy shoulders. “Up to you, Boss.”

  With a nod of his head, he directed Carmine to lower Nick onto the concrete floor. He unsnapped the chains from his legs and pushed him roughly into a chair next to a long, concrete slab table. Nick groaned in pain and started to pass out again. Caesar came around from behind the chair and slapped Nick’s right cheek.

  “Wake up, fat man. It’s time you understood exactly who you’re in business with—and why you’re lucky enough to still be sucking air.”

  Caesar clamped his fingers around Nick’s jaw. He forced Nick’s face to look at the table in front of him, where a multitude of photographs were spread out. Nick tried to jerk his head in the other direction, but Caesar grabbed the back of his neck and forced him to look at each black and white photo which then progressed to colored still shots of a man’s tortured and bloodied corpse.

  “Nicky Boy, this here is a bunch of photographs I took when a former business partner decided to get cute and threaten to go to the cops. As you can see from this first photo, his throat is cut from ear to ear. The next one shows him hanging by his feet in a meat packing warehouse. Very similar to this place where you are now. We do that to bleed the body out because it’s easier to cut up into pieces without all the splashy mess of the liquid flying around. It usually takes about forty-five minutes for the blood to completely leave the body, in case you’re curious.”

  Nick jerked, leaned his head over and vomited all over his bare feet. Caesar and Carmine moved out of the way, as years of experience let them know it would happen.

  “This next photo shows him on the concrete slab table which makes hosing off any remaining blood go down the drain with ease. Interesting, isn’t it? A human body can be dismembered by cutting at all the joints, just like a chicken or a side of beef.”

  “Oh, God, please no. Whatever you want—I promise,” Nick gurgled, then puked again.

  “Awww, we aren’t done looking at the pretty pictures yet, Nicky Boy. Don’t faint on me now, we’re just getting to the good part. This next picture shows how easy arms, legs, and the head pop right off the torso when butchered properly.” Nick let out a feeble squeak and fainted. Caesar slapped him again and brought him back to reality. “You back with me now, buddy?”

  Nick nodded. “Good, now pay attention to what I’m showing you. This photo shows how we sever the hands from the arms and dip the fingers and head into an acid bath. Throws off the cops and the medical examiner because they can’t identify the body. Then we bust the teeth out of the skull with a hammer, and we’re ready to bag up each group of body parts in heavy duty plastic bags. Then we can scatter body parts wherever we want.”

  “Oh, Jesus. Okay, okay. Please, just stop,” Nick whined, snot and spittle running down his face. “Anything you say. Just don’t hurt my family, okay?”

  “Well, I’m not sure you got the full picture yet, Nicky Boy,” Caesar purred into the damp, sweaty ear of Nick.

  “No, no, I get it,” Nick moaned.

  “Just in case you’re still a bit confused, let me spell it out. Under no circumstances, ever, do you want to piss me off. If you think you can cross me, as the expression goes, fugeddaboutit! I can guarantee you that this exact procedure will happen to you and every member of your family, no question. Am I right Carmine?”

  “Yeah Boss, we’re the best in the business of making people disappear,” Carmine answered in his deep baritone voice.

  Caesar and Carmine watched Nick’s face contort in agony. Carmine retrieved a trashcan and stuck it between Nick’s legs just as he vomited for a third time.

  With a weak and quivering voice Nick finally said “Sir, I swear to you I will never cross you. Just tell me what you want me to do and I will find a way to do so.”

  “Well, Nicky Boy, I knew you were a smart guy and could see that we can make a huge pile of money together. Now that you understand how our partnership will work, I’m going to outline my ideas to line both our pockets with continual cash flow.”

  “Okay, okay. You got it. What…what do you want me to do?”
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  Caesar pulled himself out of the memories from days long since passed. He snubbed out the remainder of his cigar in the crystal ashtray and slung back the last sip of brandy. His bones creaked as he rose from the chair and exited the den. He felt every bit of his seventy-plus years. Making his way up the stairs to the bedroom, he felt a twinge of sadness in his heart at the knowledge Romella wouldn’t be there by his side. Even though she’d been gone for over fifteen years, he still felt the pangs of loneliness, though they only seemed to appear when it was time for bed.

  Once undressed and under the warm duvet, he looked over at the empty spot where Romella’s head full of ebony curls used to rest. God, how he missed her. The one and only good thing he’d ever done in his life was marry the exotic beauty. But, as with all treasure, it came with a high price. Romella was unable to bear children. They tried for years to bring a child into their family, only to be heartbroken with each miscarriage. Six babies lost over the course of their seventeen year marriage, and the loss of the sixth one took Romella with it. Her weakened body and broken spirit never came back from the blood loss and shock of losing another child during her second trimester.

  Caesar closed his eyes and waited to slip off into dreams. He hoped tonight he would see Romella in them again, perhaps relive their courtship days. His chest tightened, and he wondered if living with the painful memories was punishment from God for the life he’d led. An earthly version of Hell that grew more painful with each passing day he spent alone. The only comfort was the cold, hard cash he’d acquired over the years.

  And as he aged, the money started to lose its appeal. Unfortunately for Caesar, it was all he knew. The only life he understood. So, he kept on, hoping the happiness it had provided him in his youth would magically reappear and warm his stone cold heart again. But, as sleep descended on him, he knew his hands were too stained with blood to ever be clean again.
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