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  I



 

“Another triumph for Gardner Investigations,” I announced as I walked into my office, slightly breathless. Behind the reception desk sat a redheaded, green-eyed vision of loveliness that could make a man forget all his troubles. This man, at least.

            “You seem out of breath, Jack,” she said. “Rough morning?”

            “It was fine, for a Thursday,” I said between gasps for air. “Just out taking photographs and videos. It wasn’t the job that wore me out; it was getting back to the office. Walking up twelve flights takes a little time at my age,” I planted my butt on the edge of her desk.

            Annie smiled. “All part of my devious scheme to keep you in shape.”

            “Honey, you disconnected the elevators just for me. How sweet,” I said, as I stood and made a mock attempt to get by the desk into my office. Annie rose and blocked my path.

            “You’re in my way,” I said, a smile on my face.

            “And what are you going to do about it,” she asked, rubbing her front up close against mine. Her movement reminded me of a cat, except I was the one doing the purring. Annie licked her lips, slow and sensual, then capped off her seduction by wrapping her long, well-toned arms around my neck. “Resistance is futile.”

            “Then I guess my only hope is surrender.” Our playfulness ended in a passionate kiss. It was amazing. Every time I kiss her, she makes the rest of the world disappear. The kiss would not have ended but for the “harrumph” that Bill Maple made to try to get our attention. It worked on the fourth try.

            “Excuse me, but this is a place of business,” he said sarcastically, half leaning against a bookcase in his imitation designer suit.

            “What’s your point,” I asked, then added while refusing to let go of Annie, “I mean, business.” She hugged me tighter.

            “Annie, I’d be more than willing to represent you in a sexual harassment suit against this lout.”

            “No thanks, Bill,” Annie said, “I started it. If anyone should be pressing charges, it should be my husband here.” To prove her point, she lifted her right leg off the floor and wrapped it around my back.

            Did I mention she’s incredibly agile? I bent down, kissed her on the lips, then whispered in her ear. “That pretty much adds up to a confession. I could take you for everything you own.”

            “Or you could just take me,” Annie whispered back.

            “Well, in that case, Jack, would you be interested in my representation,” Bill asked.

            “No, thanks. Don’t think it would be a good precedent to set, suing my wife,” I answered.

            “Your loss,” Bill said with a shrug of his shoulders. “You could buy yourself a shiny new hand.”

            Bill was referring to the fact that the only left hands I have are made of steel, fiberglass, and rubber, and can be taken off at night. I lost the real one a while back, and have to make do with prosthetics.

            “Not interested, unless it has a blood supply and nerve endings,” I said, leaning over to kiss Annie again.

            “Just don’t act that way in front of my clients. You might actually give them the idea that marriages can work. If that happened, I’d be out of business.”

            “We can’t make you any promises,” I said, as Annie pulled my face to hers for a quick smooch. “You must be pretty desperate to drum up some business if you’re hitting up your office mates.”

            “It’s been a pretty slow morning. I guess clients just don’t want to walk up stairs. Probably why Sarah called in sick. She’s smarter than the rest of us,” Bill said, referring to our absent receptionist. He was insinuating she could have come in today. Truth is, she probably could have, but it would have taken her a while. Sarah has spina bifida and is wheelchair-bound, but her determination to do everything possible is impressive. She even did indoor rock climbing at a climbnasium. Sarah has hands that could crush full beer cans.

            “That reminds me,” Annie said, suddenly serious. “Call building management. Tell them that if the elevators are not fixed by tomorrow, we’re suing on behalf of Sarah under the Americans with Disabilities Act. Tell them they’re on the hook for her wages, as well as the cost of a temp.”

            Bill nodded. He liked the idea. “Legal fees as well?”

            “Whatever you can get.”

            “In that case, my hourly rate just doubled.”

            My wife and I share office space with Bill. It was convenient, as our professions were non-competitive, and we were occasionally able to throw each other some business. What I had actually been working on that day was a case for Bill and one of his clients.

            “How did it go,” he asked, pouring himself a cup of coffee in a chipped mug he refused to get rid of.

            “Amazingly well. Your client was right. His wife was indeed cheating on him as soon as he left for work in the morning. Guy sat in his car until the husband went around the corner, then walked right up to the front door like he owned the place. The wife let him in, but it turns out, it wasn’t just with that one guy. About ten minutes later, his two brothers showed up, with, surprisingly, a goat,” I answered.

            “Really?” Bill said, strangely excited by the prospect to the point of almost spilling his coffee.

            “No, not really. I got him going in, a little stuff in the living room, but they moved on to the bedroom which had the curtains drawn. On the way out she hugged and kissed him good-bye half naked. I think it should be enough for your client to make his case.” I handed him the SD card onto which I’d copied the pictures and video.

            “Thanks. The check is in the mail,” Bill said.

            “You’ve tried that one before,” Annie said, “The next thing you’ll be telling us is we’ll do lunch.”

            “Not today. I have to be in court in thirty minutes, and I still have to climb down the mountain. See you guys later,” Bill said as he left.

            “All alone at last,” Annie said, resuming her position with her hands wrapped around my neck. “Whatever shall we do,” she asked in a voice husky enough to pull a sled.

            “You, my dear, are insatiable,” I said.

            “Like you’re complaining,” she said with a grin. “Man at your age should be happy with whatever he can get.”

            I had twelve years on my wife. “I’m not that old,” I said, trying to sound indignant. I just couldn’t pull it off with her so close by.

            “No, you’re not, and with your age and experience, you can teach me oh so much,” she said sarcastically.

            “Honey, that sounds like a great idea.”

            Just then, the phone rang.

            Annie looked at me with distress written all over her face. She had forgotten to forward the calls to our answering service. Her expression changed to one of apology. “Damn, I have to get that,” she said.

            I nodded. We had an agreement to always put business first in the office, and us first at home. Sadly, we were at the office.

            “It’s okay,” I said, as we separated from our embrace. “I’ll fill out the paperwork on this case. Give me ten minutes and you’ll have yourself a date for lunch.”

            “Lunch isn’t for another three hours.”

            “Then a brunch date.”

            “Sounds good. Write fast and make it five minutes,” she ordered, as she walked back to the desk and picked up the phone. Annie was normally tough as nails, but she could seduce a monk if she wanted to. Luckily for those boys and their vows of celibacy, she doesn’t like bald guys in robes. She just wants me. I’m rather happy about that. I don’t understand it, but I’m real happy about it.

            I walked into my office, grabbed the form on the video case, and filled out the billable hours, what was seen, and a brief summary of the pictures and video. I was almost done when there was a commotion in the outer office.

            “Excuse me,” I heard Annie say in her school marm voice. Didn’t bode well for whoever was outside. “You can’t go in there.”

            A voice heavy with traces of the Baltimore streets responded. “Listen, sister, I can go anywhere I want. It’s bad enough I had to walk up here. Why don’t you just go powder your nose?”

            First off, I couldn’t believe anyone was trying to get by Annie. Obviously, he didn’t know what was good for him. Second, I couldn’t believe anyone actually talked like that anymore. I started to go out to see what was going on, when a familiar face came in through the door. The face was much older than I remembered it, but it brought back enough bad memories to make me reach in my desk for my gun. Unfortunately, the man with the face was not alone. His companion, also with a face, resembled what I imagine a shaved gorilla would look like if it was shoved into a two-piece charcoal gray suit. He had his hand in his pocket already. That meant his gun was closer than mine was.

            “I wouldn’t do that if I was you,” the gorilla said.

            “Why not,” I asked, then added, “You shouldn’t do that,” pointing to the hand in his pocket. “You’ll go blind. Or your fur will grow back and they’ll put you back in the zoo.”

            The gorilla pulled his gun out and pointed it between my eyes. “What do you have to say now, wise ass?”

            “Put it away, or I’ll shove it where it won’t ever see daylight again,” I promised.

            The old man chimed in, “Boys, please. All I want is to have a little chat with you, Jack. And I don’t think you’re in any position to argue with me.”

            I sat down, smiled, and proceeded to put my feet up on my desk. The pair looked at me as if I was mad. They must not have read my psych profile. Then it was my turn to be amused.

            I watched as the old man’s and the gorilla’s eyes went wide and the blood ran from their faces. An ominous click had filled the air, followed by the not-so-gentle pressure of the muzzles from a pair of Berettas that were now pressed up against the sides of their heads.

            “I would say he is in a great position to argue,” Annie snarled, “Put the gun down.” The gorilla complied. “Put your hands where I can see them, and no sudden moves or you are both dead.”

            “Hi, honey,” I said, blowing Annie a kiss before picking the gorilla’s gun off my desk and putting it in my drawer. “Glad you could join the party.”

            “Jack, do you know these gentlemen?” Annie said with scorn.

            “The gorilla, I have no idea. I’m assuming he’s just hired muscle. But this gentleman with the cane is Joseph Mozzano. You remember, the mob capo that I helped put away oh so many years ago, back in my younger days.” Mozzano was still looking quite stunned by the turn of events.

            “That’s one hell of a receptionist you have there, Jack,” he said, “Whatever you’re paying, I’d double it.”

            “She’s just filling in for our receptionist for the day. That’s my wife and partner. Annie, Joseph Mozzano. Joseph, Annie. Annie, gorilla. Gorilla, Annie. Joseph, I’m surprised at you. You’ve been out of jail for a while now. I didn’t think you were the revenge type,” I said.

            “You got me all wrong, Jack. I’m actually here to hire you.”

            “I don’t work for criminals,” I said, leaning back in my chair. I picked up a piece of paper and folded it into an airplane.

            “I’m not a criminal any more. I went legit after I got out of the pen,” he said.

            I thought he had about as much a chance of going legit as a salmon had of swimming downstream during spawning season, but I decided to let him finish his little story. I picked up a “private eye” Barbie knock-off that someone had given Annie, and handed it to the gorilla.

            “Hold this,” I said to the Gorilla. He acted as if I needed a straightjacket, but he was wrong: I had one. I had saved the one they used on me during a forced vacation from the force a few years back.

            “It’s family business that I want you for,” Mozzano explained, as he leaned forward in his chair, resting his hands on his cane.

            “I know exactly what business your family is in. I’m the one who took you down, remember? I’m not interested,” I said, throwing the airplane at the gorilla. “You should be grateful you aren’t on top of the Empire State Building; you could’ve fallen to your death.”

            The gorilla threw the doll at me.

            “Oh no! Poor Fay Wray!” I said. Annie actually let a smile slip through. “At least you weren’t hard up enough to rip off her shirt for a cheap thrill.”

            “Wait, wait, hear me out, please.”

            Joseph Mozzano saying please? That got my attention, even if I didn’t show it. I nodded for him to go on.

            “My grandson was murdered last night,” Mozzano said. A tear in his eye managed to do what he himself had been unable to do in prison: it escaped.

            “That’s a job for the police, not for me,” I said, folding another plane to distract me. I hate the sight of old mob bosses crying.

            “No, it’s not. The police can’t do anything about it. Or should I say, they won’t.”

            “What do you mean the police can’t and won’t do anything about it,” asked Annie, who had still not lowered her guns. Annie pressed the gun into the side of Joseph’s head to accentuate her question. She took badmouthing about the Baltimore Police Department personally. Can’t say that I blame her. Most of her family is on the force or in the State’s Attorney’s Office. Except for her older brother. He’s an elementary school teacher. He’s considered the black sheep of the family. Not that that bothers him. He always claims that since he teaches in a city public school, he has the more dangerous job. No one disagrees with him.

            Mozzano’s reaction was cool, the same cool that let him rule his share of the Baltimore mobs for almost twenty years. The gorilla, on the other hand, was sweating and more than a little bit embarrassed. He was going to have trouble living with the fact that a woman got the drop on him, but Annie could get the drop on James Bond if she wanted to. This job keeps her on her toes, and keeping up with her keeps me on mine. I took pity on the ape man, and held off launching the next wave of my pulp air force.

            “Just what I said, Miss,” Mozzano stated. “It happened during a very unique convention at The Hotel Royale. The sponsor of this event is a very powerful man. His reach is longer than mine was back before my enforced leave. It even extends into the offices of the mayor and governor. There will be no thorough investigation; the matter will not even be filed as a crime.”

            “I find that very hard to believe,” she said. Annie’s father was the Police Commissioner, and he was a blind spot with her. Don’t get me wrong. We’ve had our differences in the past, but Buzz McHale is a good man. Problem with Annie is she thinks of her Dad as more than a man, and she forgets that red tape can tie the hands of any mere mortal.

            “So why come to us?” I asked.

            “Two reasons. One, I couldn’t trust anyone in the family to do this. None of them would be able to keep their cool long enough to accomplish anything: they would start busting heads, which in this case would only get them dead. I need someone I know is honest, tough as nails, and just unbalanced enough to consider taking the job. You’re the only person I could think of that fits that bill,” Mozzano said.

            I smiled amicably, remembering back to when I was a detective who had uncovered enough evidence to put away the top under-boss. It was my last big case before I transferred into the bomb squad.

            “When you brought me in, I offered you two hundred thousand dollars in cash to let me go and make the evidence disappear. You didn’t take it. I applied pressure to have your superiors threaten your job. You still wouldn’t budge.”

            What Mozzano forgot to mention was that three attempts on my life didn’t have much effect either, other than the fact that I slept wearing Kevlar pajamas for six months. I still remember all of that. One of the reasons I later quit the force.

            “Listen, Mozzano, I’m not real fond of you.” I said, launching my paper airplane at him and hitting him right between the eyes. He ignored it. “I don’t see why I should be doing you any favors.”

            “Well,” Mozzano said. “I can give you fifty thousand reasons. I’ll pay you fifty thousand dollars as a retainer, and another fifty thousand dollars to the St. Camillus orphanage.”

            Prison hadn’t dulled Mozzano; he was still as sharp as ever. A while back, Annie and I had been involved in a case where some Jamaicans were trying to use the orphanage to smuggle and deal drugs. It took a lot to shove them down and to save the kids. Ever since then, we’ve acted as guardian angels, taking the kids out, watching over them, giving them unofficial protection.

            “I understand there is a child at St. Camillus who needs some unusual medical treatment for which funds have not yet been raised. Fifty thousand would go a long way toward helping him.”

            Mozzano had definitely done his homework. There was an eight-year-old boy named Connor who had contracted a rare form of bone cancer, which had an equally rare, and expensive, form of treatment. Along with the local volunteer fire department, we had been raising funds for months, but we were still a long way from being able to foot the bill for the treatment.

            “Okay, you have my attention.” I nodded to Annie. She frisked both of them, removing a gun from each of them, and a knife holstered inside the gorilla’s left trouser leg. I motioned for them to sit down, and Annie took up a position behind them in case the ape tried any monkey business. “So, what do you want me to do?”

            “Very simple. My grandson was attending a convention at the hotel. It’s a very unique gathering, and I believe that the sponsor either had him killed or knows who did.”

            “So what you’re saying is, Shriners killed your grandson?”

            “Not exactly. It’s a convention for assassins.”

            “Excuse me,” I said, wondering if I had heard right. “Are you telling me that assassins are openly cavorting in the heart of the Baltimore City?”

            “Oh yes. It’s been going on for years. This is actually the fourteenth annual convention,” Mozzano said, twirling his cane in the air.

            Annie looked at the cane and took it from him. “Excuse me, madame, but why are you taking an old man’s means of support?”

            “Don’t even try the indignant act,” she said, as she twisted and pulled back the top of his cane to reveal a concealed gun hidden inside the handle. She unloaded five cartridges and popped a sixth from the chamber, then tossed it back at Joseph. He nodded, impressed.

            “What do they do at these conventions,” asked Annie, dropping the rounds into a garbage pail.

            “The usual stuff: network, build up business, learn the latest techniques, update equipment. That sort of thing. Which brings me to the second reason that you are the only candidate for the job. With your background in demolition, you could easily pass for a hitman who uses explosives. You would be able to blend in easily.”

            It was true. Way back when, I was head of the bomb squad for the Baltimore Police Department. It was rarely a fun job, but I was good at it. The best the East Coast had ever seen, I humbly submit. It’s not a job that I’ve ever wanted to go back to. It cost me a hand and a good portion of my sanity, and I hadn’t had much to begin with.

            I still did some demolition work for local construction companies. I was licensed and bonded—not only as a private investigator, but as a demolitions expert—so I had to keep current. I know how to blow up a bridge and bring down a building. Much as I hated to admit, the concept of attending a convention of killers was almost intriguing enough to take the job. “Sounds interesting, but what if someone else did it? Someone not at this convention?”

            “I thought of that, too, but my people can handle that part of it. Probably do it a lot quicker than you,” said Mozzano. I couldn’t argue with him there. My methods tended not to involve physical violence unless absolutely necessary. “I’m sure it was somebody at the convention. I want you to go in and check it out.”

            “There is no way I’d go in there alone. I’d need someone to watch my back.”

            “No problem,” said Mozzano. “I’ll send Marty here with you.”

            Marty apparently was the gorilla’s name. I would have preferred Kong, but I guess his Momma didn’t know how big he was going to turn out.

            “Sorry, but I don’t know or trust Marty. I was thinking more along the lines of my partner.” Mozzano looked toward my wife as she smiled and nodded. She still held the guns so that they were aimed at our visitors.

            “Sure, no problem, she can be included in this.”

            “I don’t come cheap,” Annie said curtly, not appreciative of being taken lightly.

            “I thought you would be included in his fee,” said Mozzano. It was an understandable mistake. His organization isn’t one that treats women as equals.

            “Why, hardly,” Annie said. “I’m better than he is. You’re lucky if I even let you pay the same rate.”

            Mozzano was taken aback, and looked at me to help him out. No chance of that. I shrugged my shoulders.

            “My wife is an expert marksman. She’s been winning national competitions since she was fifteen. She can take the wings off a fly at fifty feet,” I said, which actually was no lie. She did it successfully once on a bet. Of course, we were in Florida, in the Everglades swamps, and the fly was huge, but she still did it.

            “How much?” he said, getting down to business.

            “Same as Jack here. Fifty grand for me and an additional fifty for the orphanage. Plus expenses, of course.”

            Mozzano cringed. He’d thought he’d flash some cash and get his way. Normally our rates are a fraction of what we were charging him, but tough. I wasn’t doing him any favors, at least not at economy rates. Two hundred grand was more than he was looking to pay, but in the end, he agreed. It wasn’t like he didn’t have the money, and his grandson was family.

            “It would be best if you went tonight. The convention has already started, and is actually more than half over,” Joseph said. “Do you have false identification?”

            “Of course,” I answered.

            “What names would you like to be registered under?”

            “Annie and Jack Frost,” I said. These were names for criminal identities that the BPD had invested much time and effort in establishing as legit. We had used them once on the force, when the department needed a married couple for deep undercover. Since they couldn’t be used by anyone else, we sort of took them with us when we left the department. We just kind of forgot to mention it to anyone in authority. They’ve come in handy in our private enterprise before, and it looked like they would again.

            “First, we’ll need to check the murder scene,” I said.

            “Unfortunately, that’s impossible,” Joseph said. “The body was cleaned up and returned to me on the sly, before the police could even get there. There won’t be any traces of evidence left there. It was covered up by professionals.”

            “Criminal professionals,” I said to myself, knowing I’d be calling on my own expert to see just how thorough a job was done.

            “We’ll need to examine the body,” Annie said, “as well as any personal effects that were returned to you.”

            Mozzano nodded in agreement. “I anticipated you would. It’s all been arranged. If you would like to come with me now, I have a car waiting outside.”

            “No, thanks. We prefer to drive,” I said. “Where’s the body now?”

            “Abott’s Funeral Home. Do you know where it is?”

            I nodded. I knew of it from my days on the force. It was the place the mobs laid out their dead. Ritzier than the places most people have their weddings.

            “We’ll meet you there in an hour.”

            “Make it ninety minutes,” Annie corrected.

            “Very good, thank you,” Mozzano said, standing to leave. He walked over to the garbage pail and looked down.

            “Leave them,” Annie said.

            “Those are custom bullets,” he said.

            “Consider them expenses,” she said with a grin. Mozzano nodded, and walked to the door. The gorilla stood in front of my desk, waiting.

            “Sorry, rules of the establishment. You pull a gun, you don’t get to leave with it,” I said.

            “It was a gift from my father,” Marty said. “It has sentimental value.”

            “Didn’t know Mighty Joe Young was a handgun fan,” I quipped. He fumed, but remained silent, letting it soar over his head, which was no small feat. He was not happy as he stomped toward the exit. “You can always scale down the side of the building if you don’t want to take the stairs.”

            Marty turned back, looking as if he wanted to teach me a lesson. Mozzano put a hand on his huge forearm. The ape man left without another word.

            Annie made sure the pair of them made it to the staircase, then locked the door.

            “You didn’t hear him complaining about the climb up here,” Annie joked. “Maybe I am on the wrong side of the tracks. Bad guys must have better stamina.”

            “The gorilla must have carried him up the stairs,” I said.

            “Then maybe I should check out someone lower on the evolutionary tree.”

            “You once told me there was no one lower on the evolutionary tree than me,” I shot back.

            “That’s true,” she said. “Sorry I missed the cane.”

            “Don’t worry about it. I never would have picked up on it.”

            “Pretty standard model. He got it out of a catalog.”

            “Same catalog that sells sword and drinking canes?”

            “Yep.”

            “Always wanted one of those sword canes.”

            “I’ll get you one for Christmas,” she said, plopping her pretty posterior on a chair at the front of my desk, and putting her feet up next to mine. She kicked her shoes off and started playing footsie with me. My feet were naked in seconds.

            “Why did we just take that case? We certainly don’t need the money.”

            She was right. As far as private eyes go, we’re lucky. We did a lot of security work, enough that we had to subcontract quite a bit of it. We were good, and a lot of people figured it was a good idea to throw work toward the Commissioner’s daughter. Didn’t carry much weight with Buzz McHale, but we never mention that.

            We had never struck it rich, but we had made enough that we could pick and choose our cases and go a while without work. Of course, we were lucky enough not to have to.

            “One, it will definitely help Connor with his treatments, not to mention put the orphanage on financially stable feet for the first time in its existence. Two, this thing sounds too bizarre not to take a look at.”

            “Yes,” Annie said. “It does sound enticing. Plus, we could get a lot of information for Daddy.”

            “Can’t he gather his own intelligence?”

            “Nobody can do it alone,” she said, as she squeezed my hand. It was something she made sure she reminded me of when I needed to hear it.

            “Well, I suppose you’ll probably want to head home. I know you’ll have trouble deciding which guns to wear and what ammunition to bring,” I quipped.

            “Yes, I suppose I will, but not just yet,” she said with a smile, as she walked over to the phones and set the call forward function. “I think we have some other business we need to take care of first. If you thought you were breathless before, you ain’t seen nothing yet.”


  II



 

Back in the ’20s, when booze was illegal and gangsters began to organize, Abott’s Funeral Home was the place to die. Well, not die, because, like today, few criminals get to choose when or where the bullet will find them. But it was the place for a crook with any status at all to be laid out. Back then, Abott’s was on Belair Road, down where it ran into Gay Street. Time went on, and while the custom of holding gangland wakes at Abott’s didn’t change, the neighborhood did. The local youths weren’t as respectful of the rich, white men in their fancy cars as they had been. Incidents occurred. Sometimes the police were called, and when that happened, it cost money, favors, and respect to fix. There was talk of taking fallen comrades to another establishment.

            When this talk reached the ears of Tiberius Abott, he did exactly what every other successful, white businessman did in the face of changing urban conditions—he moved to the county.

            Abott’s second location was still on Belair Road, only just outside the city line, where there were still some farms, lots of trees, and plenty of open spaces. But when urban sprawl made its inevitable way into the suburbs, Abott’s moved again, and again. These days, Abott’s is located just outside the city of Bel Air, about an hour’s ride from Baltimore, in a very exclusive part of Harford County, where no one cares what you do, as long as you do it quietly and with good taste.

            It was a beautiful day, so Annie and I decided to take our Harleys for a spin. As we headed north up Route 1, we chatted over the headsets and microphones we had built into our helmets. They worked on CB frequencies. When we got to the funeral home, Marty was waiting outside. The guy was standing in front of the door in the standard bodyguard position—stone-faced, legs spread shoulder width apart, with his arms crossed in front of his waist. I wondered if they taught that in a school somewhere.

            I could see from the look in his eye that he didn’t approve of his boss’s choice. I suspected that he had an idea that he could do it better than we could. Worse, he felt it was a sign that Mozzano didn’t have as much faith in him as he should. Not necessarily true, but if that’s what you believed, truth didn’t really make a difference.

            We walked up, and Annie gave him her thousand-watt smile. Despite himself, he smiled back.

            “Is everything ready for us,” Annie asked.

            “Yeah,” he said. He started out trying to act like a tough guy, but under the gaze of Annie’s green eyes, he just couldn’t hold out. I had fallen under the power a long time ago and I never have gotten free. “Go inside. He’s waiting. Second room on the right.”

            We entered. The place had the look of all funeral homes, only more expensive. It was incredibly neat, wall to wall carpeting, oak furniture, nondescript pictures on the wall, with a very somber color scheme. Mozzano’s grandson was laid out in an elaborate mahogany coffin. The top half was open. I was constantly amazed at how lifelike morticians make the dearly departed seem. Always wondered why they didn’t hire themselves out for some of the living. Might be able to do wonders without plastic surgery.

            Mozzano was kneeling in front of the coffin, his hands folded and his head bowed in prayer. Annie and I stood in the background, waiting respectfully. After a moment, he noticed we were there. He crossed himself, stood up, and came to us. Mozzano shook our hands as if we were old friends.

            “Came to pay our respects,” I said. As opposed to making an examination of a corpse.

            “I assume there is no medical examiner’s report,” Annie asked.

            “No,” said Joseph. “Nor will there be. I had one of my own doctors look him over, and I can get you the results of that, but the cause of death was quite simple. A bullet straight to the heart,” said Joseph.

            “I’m amazed they were able to get away with this,” I said, looking down at the corpse.

            “Have you ever heard of Hanson Bach?”

            I almost made a crack about him being a dead composer, but out of respect, kept it to myself.

            Annie and I both shook our heads.

            “I’m not surprised. He likes the shadows. Runs things from the background. Hanson Bach has a placement agency for assassins and hitmen, basically brokers the deals for a cut from both sides. He’s sponsoring this gathering of killers. Lets him impress the talent and the buyers. Part of his sales pitch is to guarantee the safety of all participants. My grandson, Joey—yes, he was named after me—threw a monkey wrench into his promises by getting killed. Bach did not want to make a scene at his precious convention, especially if it made him look like his promises weren’t worth squat. He wants the entire thing covered up, not only from the police, but from the killers. He managed to have my grandson’s cause of death listed as natural causes, despite the gaping gunshot wound.”

            “And you don’t want to change that,” I asked.

            “No,” said Mozzano. “Unfortunately, there are forces that I am too old to control. It would only make trouble for myself and my family, and that we don’t need. I know Bach is covering up something, and I want to know what. I want to know who killed my grandson and I want them to pay.”

            Annie and I looked at each other.

            “Let’s get something straight,” I said. “If we find out who killed your grandson, we are not setting anyone up for a hit.”

            Mozzano looked up at us, not used to having the terms dictated to him. “What difference does it make to you? You just point him out. I’m not asking you to kill him.”

            “We don’t work that way,” Annie said. “And if that’s what you are going to do, then the deal is off.”

            “Well, I can see who wears the pants in this family,” Mozzano said, trying to antagonize me. In regards to my wife, it’ll never happen.

            “Yes, and actually, I find the dress to be comfortable. I look rather good in it, if I do say so myself. I refuse to wax my legs and back, though. Annie likes the natural look. It is oh-so European,” I quipped.

            “I can’t believe you ever got the goods on me,” Mozzano moaned, looking down on me. Didn’t bother me none. I had finally broken his cool. “You are a buffoon.”

            “I resent that. I don’t have a big red butt. I don’t even have hemorrhoids.”

            “He said buffoon, dear, not baboon,” Annie said with a grin.

            “Oh, that I can live with. Listen, Mozzano, how I deal with life is my business. You don’t like it, step off. As to your comments about Annie’s refusal to take part in a hit, I agree with her completely. We’re not going to be used to have somebody else killed. If we do this, it’s being done by the book. We’ll find them, we’ll get enough evidence, and we will make sure they are put away. That’s our deal: take it or leave it.”

            Mozzano looked over at his grandson, lying unmoving. I could tell he was weighing his options. He leaned heavily on his cane, slumping his shoulders, his body hunched over. From that angle, the bald spot on his head became much more prominent, and the gray hairs seemed to stick out more. For a moment, he was no longer a mob boss, just a withered, very old man with a great sadness permeating his soul. His eyes barely held back tears. He wanted to make sure that the person who did this to his family paid the ultimate price, but as he said, he was getting old.

            “All right. We’ll do it your way,” he finally said.

            “Give me your word on that,” I asked.

            He said, “What?”

            I replied, “Give me your word, your solemn oath.”

            “You think that will make a difference?”

            “I’m not sure, but I’ve got to have something.”

            “Okay, fine. I swear that I will not have the scum who killed Joey killed, if you can find enough evidence to get him convicted.”

            I looked at Annie, she nodded. “Good enough.”

            “Do you want to be here when we examine your grandson?” Annie said.

            “Yes,” said Mozzano.

            Annie and I put on rubber gloves. She started unbuttoning Danny’s shirt and coat while I opened the coffin all the way. Unfortunately, we didn’t learn much. The mortician had sewn up the wound, so all we saw were stitch marks on his left chest. We rolled him over. There was no exit wound, so the slug had stayed inside of him, and because of the stitching, there was no way to tell the angle at which the bullet had entered.

            “About five to fifteen feet, if it was a handgun. Up to three hundred if it was a rifle,” said Annie.

            We continued to look. I asked Mozzano, “Did he have any personal effects that were returned with him?”

            He nodded and handed me a bag. Inside the bag was a small booklet entitled “KCON at a Glance,” a wallet with some credit cards, and about $1,200 in cash, one gold necklace, a gold watch, and two gold rings: one was a simple gold band with a black onyx stone jutting out slightly; the other had the initial “J” carved onto it. The only other things in the bag were a set of keys with a separate car alarm beeper. From this evidence, Sherlock Holmes would of course be able to put it together. Figure out everything, including the man’s date of birth. Well, actually I could do that by looking at the driver’s license. It only gave us the basics of what might have happened.

            Annie had almost finished her examination when she turned to Mozzano. “Would you please wait outside, Mr. Mozzano?”

            “Why?”

            She looked at him, then at Joey’s body. “You don’t want to know.”

            Mozzano was about to object, but something in Annie’s eyes and tone of voice told him that he really didn’t want to know. As he turned to leave, she added, “Would you ask Mr. Abbot to step in here, please?”

            There was no question as to which Mr. Abbot. This was Joseph Mozzano. He only dealt with the owner.

            A few minutes later, Augustus Abbot came in. Like all funeral directors, he was impeccably dressed and carried with him the attitude of helping with your every need while at the same time maintaining an air of slight superiority.

            Abbot looked down at Joey’s body, frowning at his disarranged clothing. Having made his displeasure known, he deigned to address us. “Mr. Mozzano said that you wanted to speak with me,” he said in that quiet whisper they must teach in mortician’s school.
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